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Abstract 

Emerging adolescence (12 to 15 years old) is a critical life period, as individuals 

experience many different changes in their social lives, which consequently impact their 

emotional self. Simply put, adolescent students experience many life transitions that can 

influence their emotional well-being. The purpose of this study was to explore 

adolescents’ perceptions of and lived experiences with their transition from elementary to 

secondary school. The research question that guided this study was: what are adolescents' 

perceptions about their experience of the transition from elementary (Grade 8) to 

secondary school (Grade 9)? This qualitative study collected data from three Grade 9 

male students who were recruited from a private secondary school in Southern Ontario. 

As part of a survey, nine open-ended questions were answered by study participants in a 

virtual format. A thematic analysis revealed two main topics across participants’ 

experiences: social support and coping with stress. Findings revealed that adolescent 

males experienced academic, emotional, and social challenges in their transition from 

elementary and secondary school, and that emotional well-being plays an important role 

for this demographic during this transition. Overall, this study provides a novel and 

unique insight into adolescent males’ lived experiences during and their emotional well-

being through the transition to secondary school. Future research and mental health 

programs should consider the importance of male adolescent perspectives during this 

educational transition and other schooling experiences.  
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

As children grow and develop into adolescence, they experience a variety of 

changes and transitions within and throughout their schooling experience (Blakemore, 

2018), including adjusting to routines and engaging with different teachers and social 

groups. These educational changes influence children and youth’s social-emotional 

processes, including their emotional self-understanding. A significant educational change 

which challenges the emotional well-being of emerging adolescents, in particular, is the 

transition from elementary into secondary school (Rossiter et al., 2018). This study 

sought to explore young adolescents’ perceptions of their transition from elementary to 

secondary school within the context of emotional well-being; uniquely, this context was 

complicated further for students by the COVID-19 pandemic – which posed dynamic 

challenges to an already vulnerable group experiencing a major educational transition. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study was to explore young adolescents’ perceptions of their 

transition from elementary to secondary school and their emotional well-being. This 

exploration provides insight regarding adolescent males’ perceptions of their school 

experiences to further understand the complexities of their social and emotional 

development – particularly, during a time of further disruption, as characterized by the 

COVID-19 pandemic.  

The overall intent of the study was to explore student perspectives as they enter 

secondary school. Findings discussed in later chapters will advance current 

understandings of students’ school experiences, specifically regarding adolescents’ social 

and emotional development. Through an analysis of the collected data, this research study 
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explored the following question: what are adolescents’ perceptions about their experience 

of the transition from elementary (Grade 8) to secondary school (Grade 9)? In particular, 

this study further analyzed the overall emotional well-being of study participants during 

this transition, and thereby furthers the discourse on emerging adolescents’ school 

experiences in relation to their emotional well-being.  

Definition of Terms 

 There are many terms and definitions used frequently in this study. The terms that 

guided my research question are self-knowledge, self-perceived competencies, mind 

health and well-being, mental distress, resilience and grit. A detailed description of each 

of these terms can be found in Appendix A. 

Rationale 

How adolescents develop self-knowledge and learn to interpret and understand 

their emotions is a significant concept related to this study. Theoretically, the exploration 

of adolescents’ self-knowledge and emotional well-being through their transition into 

secondary school will further the discourse on adolescent social-emotional development. 

In particular, providing adolescents with a voice to share their social-emotional 

experiences during the school transition from Grade 8 to 9 – further complicated by the 

disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic – can provide educational professionals with the 

unique insights needed to develop curriculum and additional resources that promote the 

social-emotional learning and well-being of this uniquely impacted generation of 

learners. 

Theoretical Framework 
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Emotional understanding is a crucial aspect of human development (Carpendale et 

al., 2018). Young children begin to understand simple emotions (e.g., happy, sad, angry, 

etc.) as young as the age of two, and as children grow and develop, they deepen their 

understanding of such emotions (Carpendale et al., 2018). Most theorists agree that late 

childhood and early adolescence is an important period in which emotional 

understandings and social experiences contribute to a sense of identity (Bosacki, 2016; 

Carpendale et al., 2018). Emotional understanding contributes to how individuals react to 

or behave in certain contexts, and how they view themselves. Albert Bandura’s (1977) 

social cognitive theory (1977) and Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems 

theory (1979), for instance, specifically reiterate that individual environmental 

experiences contribute to identity formation through self-understanding, and will be 

explored in more depth below. 

Bandura’s Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 

Albert Bandura (1977) developed social cognitive theory (SCT; originally coined 

social learning theory), which emphasizes that psychological functioning is based on 

self-regulatory processes, modeling behavior, and experiences significant to the 

individual. Simply put, people do not merely react to every external influence; rather, 

they self-regulate to select, organize, and react to factors within their social context 

(Bandura, 1977). The self-regulatory process is important in the context of the current 

study because it implies that students self-direct their emotions and control their 

behaviour. Specifically, as they transition into secondary school, young adolescents have 

the inherent capability to modify their own behaviour despite the challenges they 

experience.  
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Bandura (1977) has claimed that learning occurs within a social context, 

specifically arguing that behaviour is learned through observation and environmental 

participation. One key feature of this is learning through modeling: according to social 

learning theory, individuals learn either prosocial and aggressive behaviours by watching 

and observing others, and then reflecting or modeling these behaviors from others in their 

environment (Bandura, 1977). Relevant to this study, parents and teachers are considered 

role models for adolescents. Based on Bandura’s (1977) principle of modelling, teenagers 

learn emotional well-being by observing the actions parents and teachers display. For 

example, teachers that integrate well-being activities in the classroom encourage the 

development of social and emotional well-being (Ennis & Tonkin, 2018). At home, 

students whose parents promote positivity and self-compassion through kindness and 

understanding also see manifestations of well-being that they can model (Gomez-Baya et 

al., 2018). Moreover, displaying kindness in every-day life activities can increase the 

likelihood of adopting compassion into social interactions (Malti, 2020). Social cognitive 

theory, then, lends itself to the current study as it emphasizes the importance of 

adolescents’ learning based on their distinct environment.  

Processing information – such as social feedback and experiences of success and 

failure – and one’s internal state allows individuals to self-assess their behaviour (Grenon 

et al., 2019). Self-assessment is a foundational component of social cognitive theory 

because environmental interactions (e.g., through observation, modeling, etc.) shape 

individuals’ self-perceptions (Grenon et al., 2019). The current study is concerned with 

students’ self-perceptions, in particular, as they transition from elementary to secondary 

school.  
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In addition to their ability to process information, adolescents’ self-perceptions 

also influence their emotional well-being. Self-esteem, for example, is representative of 

individuals’ perceptions of their competence across domains (Grenon et al., 2019). 

Individuals who experience low self-esteem, for instance, develop from their own self-

perception of incompetence (Grenon et al., 2019). Relatedly, in a study by Demkowicz 

and colleagues (2020), adolescent research participants re-evaluated their coping 

strategies after reflecting on their life and emotional well-being. It seems, then, that 

prompting students to reflect on and share their self-perceptions through the transition 

from elementary to secondary school could add to the existing literature on emerging 

adolescents’ social cognition and mental health in relation to their school experiences.  

Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (EST) 

To acknowledge the complexity of adolescents’ emotional well-being, a holistic 

perspective must be adopted. Holistic approaches to education claim that each child is 

different based on their own unique environment and experiences (Miller et al., 2018). 

This holistic perspective is best connected to Urie Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological 

systems theory (EST), which is comprised of five environments, or settings, that together 

highlight the importance of acknowledging the individual and their distinct 

environmental experiences. These parts, or layers, are often illustrated as circles, with one 

nested within the other.  

Within Bronfenbrenner’s EST (1979), the smallest of the circles is at the center, 

called the microsystem, and it focuses on the individual’s unique experiences with 

constructs specific to them (e.g., age, health, etc.). The second layer highlights the role of 

relationships, known as the mesosystem; the mesosystem and the microsystem connect to 
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influence an individuals’ development. This influential pattern is repeated for each 

system. The exosystem, or the third layer, includes the child’s local community, social 

services, and mass media. Next, the macrosystem encompasses a larger perspective, 

including culture, social class, and religion distinct to the individual. Finally, the largest 

system was added in 1986, and is conceptualized as the chronosystem, representing a 

pattern of one’s social interactions within their environment (Coll et al., 2014). The ways 

in which these systems build and interact with each other emphasizes the impact of a 

child’s biology in combination with their environmental learning – otherwise 

conceptualized as the impact of nature and nurture in development.   

Within the context of this study, understanding the five components of the EST 

will help determine the variables associated with students’ transition from elementary 

into secondary school. Here, for instance, familial support plays a significant role in 

supporting students through their transition to secondary school. The interaction and 

relationship (i.e., the mesosystem) between parents and teachers (i.e., the microsystem) 

contributes to the social-emotional development of the student. Consequently, 

communication between these parties is essential for the student to experience 

consistency across their environments, since the connectedness of the systems influences 

an individuals’ self-understanding and emotional well-being. 

Bronfenbrenner’s theory is significant to this study because it emphasizes the 

important role that social-emotional perceptions have on social and emotional 

development. Adopting this theoretical framework will further the understanding that 

students’ individual experiences shape their self-knowledge.  

Aligning SCL and EST 
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The two theoretical frameworks from Bandura (1977) and Bronfenbrenner (1979) 

work together to affect adolescents’ experiences and identity formation during the social 

processes of school transitions. Bronfenbrenner’s emphasis on the social context and 

Bandura’s perspective on the importance of social cognition combine to create a psycho-

cultural approach in which individual and contextual influences contribute to 

development. Because the intent of the current study is to investigate young adolescents’ 

personal and mental experiences, a social cognitive approach is essential. Bandura’s 

perspective on individual mental states, perceptions, and self-understandings is crucial to 

understanding the social context of adolescents transitioning into high school. 

Additionally, because the study utilizes a holistic approach to understanding the lives of 

emerging adolescents, Bronfenbrenner’s EST emphasizes the importance of social 

experiences that shape one’s identity, suggesting that identity is subjective to social and 

environmental interactions. In this explorative study, then, the combination of both 

theoretical frameworks is applied to represent individual, cognitive, emotional, and social 

factors involved in the transition from elementary to secondary school.  

Methodology 

In this explorative study, a qualitative research approach was used to collect 

comprehensive data on emerging adolescents’ emotional well-being as they enter 

secondary school. Based on the school circumstances caused by the COVID-19 

pandemic, data collection for this study occurred in a virtual format. All questions were 

modified into a virtual format for Grade 9 participants to respond to open-ended 

questions, for which they typed their responses. The subsequent thematic analysis of 

participants’ responses contributed to understanding the social-emotional impacts of 
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entering secondary school. Findings led to an in-depth presentation of adolescents’ 

experiences of the self and their social experiences during the transition from Grade 8 to 

Grade 9 (elementary to secondary school).  

Implications 

The aim of this research was to explore the perspectives students have as they 

enter secondary school. Understanding Grade 9 students’ self-knowledge can advance 

current understandings of adolescent school experiences in relation to social-emotional 

development. Findings will be pertinent for parents, teachers, and educational developers 

and administrators, as this study will provide important indications that school transitions 

do, in fact, significantly impact emotional well-being. This research will also highlight 

other avenues for further investigation, including the impact that teaching philosophies 

have on students’ emotional well-being. Future exploration of school experiences is 

needed to understand the complexities of social and emotional development highlighted 

by this study for adolescents transitioning to high school. 

Scope and Limitations of the Study 

To understand and contextualize young adolescents’ social experiences during 

their secondary school transition, three Grade 9 students enrolled in a private southern 

Ontario secondary school were recruited as participants for this study. All the participants 

identified as male. Participants accessed the questionnaire through the Qualtrics online 

survey platform. The questions were presented in a structured format. To utilize a holistic 

perspective, participants’ parents were asked to list the age of the participants’ siblings (if 

any). This scope of questions provided valuable information on emerging adolescents’ 

social environment.  
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Although the data revealed important information concerning students’ 

perceptions of their transition from elementary to secondary school, there are several 

limitations to this study. For instance, the specialized context and the small sample size 

pose a unique threat to validity. Specifically, the current study took place during the 

COVID-19 pandemic, which posed a challenge for recruiting participants. Additionally, 

students exiting Grade 8 and entering Grade 9 are already emotionally vulnerable to the 

changes associated with this transition; the participants in the current study were 

navigating this transition while also concurrently experiencing a global pandemic. The 

pandemic posed many challenges to adolescents, including limitations on socializing with 

friends and participating in recreational activities, both of which are essential to their 

emotional well-being. Therefore, a threat to validity for the current study is the history 

effect, where the context in which participants completed the questionnaire may have 

influenced their responses. In sum, these participants represent a unique group of 

individuals who transitioned into secondary school during the global pandemic: the 

government restrictions and social changes caused by COVID-19 must, then, be viewed 

as potential threat to validity for the current study.  

While four participants completed all phases of the recruitment process and the 

questionnaire, three of these participant voices are reported in the data analysis and 

discussion. Without myself (as the primary researcher) present in the school to assist with 

the data collection process, students may have found it difficult to understand the content 

of the questions. With that, there could have also been potential language barriers that 

hindered the comprehension and understanding of the questionnaire. This demonstrates a 

subsequent limitation with the data collection process.  
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Longitudinal data collection would provide more conclusive results on the 

emotional well-being of emerging adolescents. Monitoring the same students from Grade 

8 until (at least) Grade 10 would, for instance, provide meaningful data on students’ 

emotional perceptions and school experiences. Future investigation from a longitudinal 

perspective could provide more information of the emotional lives of students and their 

self-understanding in relation to school experiences.  

Overview of Remaining Chapters 

 Chapter One introduced the educational area of research and background of the 

current study. It highlighted that there are a wide variety of factors that contribute to the 

understanding of young adolescents’ emotional well-being during the transition from 

elementary into secondary school. The remainder of the document will explore the 

literature and current study in more detail. Chapter Two will justify the significance of 

the current study by examining and reviewing the literature. The methodology and 

procedures will be contextualized in Chapter Three. Chapter Four will provide a detailed 

explanation of the qualitative data collection and the findings. Lastly, Chapter Five will 

discuss the results of the study and provide directions for future research.  
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

 The following literature review will cover a synthesis of the existing scholarship 

in two primary thematic areas: early adolescence and mental health, and the transition to 

secondary school and mental health. This chapter will end with a summary of the 

literature review and a connection to the current study. 

Early Adolescence and Mental Health 

 Within the theme of early adolescence and mental health, five topics are 

represented significantly within the literature: a) adolescent development; b) identity 

development; c) mind health, well-being, and resilience/flourishing; d) social preferences 

(loneliness, aloneliness, and aloneness); and e) perceived stress, anxiety, and depression. 

Each is explored below in greater detail. 

Adolescent Development 

 Developmentalists are concerned with the cognitive changes throughout different 

stages of life (Damon & Hart, 1982). Adolescence is the period between childhood and 

adulthood (Blakemore, 2018). The first psychologist to study adolescent development 

was Stanley Hall in the early twentieth century, and Hall was the first to claim that 

adolescence starts at puberty – lasting from the age of 12 until 25 (Blakemore, 2018). 

Although the labels of age groups differ across studies and cultures (Blakemore, 2018), 

Hall’s definition of adolescence will guide the current research study. Because the focus 

of this study is on 13- to 14-year-olds, they are considered emerging or young 
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adolescents. To further contextualize the terms outlined below, I designed a graphic to 

illustrate the relationships between concepts (see Figure 1).  

 

 

Figure 1. The interrelations of emotional well-being characteristics. 
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Identity Development 

 Identity formation, or development, is a significant period in adolescents’ 

emotional lives. Four theoretical perspectives of identity development exist: 

sociocultural, psychosocial, social psychological, and sociological (Verhoeven et al., 

2018). Sociocultural perspectives view identity from a multifaceted perspective, in which 

individuals have a variety of self-understandings (Verhoeven et al., 2018). Most of the 

literature on adolescent identity development utilizes a sociocultural perspective. 

Scholars that are concerned with the psychosocial perspective, alternatively, view a 

person’s identity development as a psychological process; for example, this perspective is 

concerned with the educational activities that contribute to, or hinder, adolescent identity 

development (Verhoeven et al., 2018).  

 An empirical literature review conducted by Verhoeven and colleagues (2018) has 

revealed three distinct ways that adolescents’ identities are shaped by their experiences at 

school. First, schools and teachers unintentionally affect adolescents’ identity 

development (Verhoeven et al., 2018). Notably, teachers communicate implicit messages 

to their students “about who they are, should, and can be” (Verhoeven et al., 2018, p. 43). 

For example, a study conducted by Hoffman (2012) on adolescent students in band class 

found that within the school-related context, those who excelled in the class came to 

understand themselves with a music identity more than those students who struggled. 

Similar results were found in other subjects such as mathematics (Solomon, 2007) and 

English as a Second Language classes (ESL; Yi, 2013). Students’ academic success, in 
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this case, is correlated to a sense of belonging, which contributes to identity formation 

(Verhoeven et al., 2018). As a result, school faculty have the potential to unintentionally 

shape student identity.  

 Schools and teachers may also intentionally affect adolescents’ identity 

development (Verhoeven et al., 2018). It is worth noting that most of the literature on the 

intentional impact of schools and teachers examines settings such as after-school clubs, 

summer camps, or extracurricular classes provided at the school (Verhoeven et al., 2018). 

For instance, a study conducted by Stapleton (2015) examined a group of adolescents 

during a 4-week summer program. The participants were taken to a location that was 

negatively impacted by climate change, and also attended various lectures on climate 

change, spoke with local community members, and interacted with social outreach 

organizations (Stapleton, 2015). At the end of the program, several students claimed that 

the on-site and hands-on activities informed their self-understanding regarding how they 

identified themselves (Stapleton, 2015; Verhoeven et al., 2018). Consequently, 

opportunities that promote student engagement allow adolescents to engage with, and 

reflect on, experiences related to their identity.  

 Meaningful learning experiences serve as the third way in which adolescents’ 

identities are formed by their experiences at school (Verhoeven et al., 2018). There are 

several preconditions required for teachers to intentionally support the development of 

adolescent identities (Verhoeven et al., 2018). Specifically, facilitating a supportive 

classroom climate provides adolescents with the opportunity to broaden or deepen their 

self-understanding (Verhoeven et al., 2018). For example, warm and supportive teacher-

student relationships allow students to feel valued and confident (Hammon & Hendricks, 
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2005). This enables adolescent students to feel supported in taking risks and exploring 

their identities (Verhoeven et al., 2018).  

 It is clear, then, that adolescents’ identity development can be supported within 

school contexts (Verhoeven et al., 2018). Teaching strategies, teacher expectations, and 

the values of peers play a significant role in this process (Verhoeven et al., 2018). The 

body of literature suggests, however, that there are not enough supports in place for 

schools and teachers to foster adolescent identity formation in formal education 

(Verhoeven et al., 2018). Future research must therefore explore facets of identity in 

connection with the current formal curriculum to accommodate the social-emotional 

needs of adolescent students (Verhoeven et al., 2018).  

Identity and Self-Concept 

Self-concept serves as cognitive basis for understanding one’s identity (Damon & 

Hart, 1982). For example, a study in Spain showed that students with social anxiety 

demonstrated lower levels of self-concept than peers who did not display social anxiety 

(Esnola et al., 2018; Lazarides et al., 2016). Specifically, the students with social anxiety 

viewed themselves as academically inferior, less attractive, and with lower coping 

abilities than their peers (Esnola et al., 2018). Conversely, adolescents who display high 

levels of self-concept also show positive emotional well-being (Esnola et al., 2018; 

Lazarides et al., 2016). Therefore, it is significant to explore ways to increase positive 

self-concept in adolescents.  

Similarly, self-compassion is “a way of relating to ourselves in times of suffering 

that is characterized by increased kindness and reduced self-judgement, increased 

feelings of common humanity and decreased isolation, and greater mindfulness and less 
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over-identification with difficult thoughts and feelings” (Bluth & Neff, 2018, p. 605). 

Self-compassion interventions provide individuals with skills to manage perceived stress, 

depression, and anxiety (Bluth & Neff, 2018). Bluth and Neff (2018) have highlighted 

that self-compassion is an important source of resilience during stressful events (e.g., 

adolescent peer victimization, eating disorders, school transitions, etc.). Additionally, 

adopting kindness and compassion into everyday interactions increases individuals’ self-

reflection skills (Malti, 2020). Self-compassion has shown to increase self-concept and 

well-being in children, adolescents, and adults, thus contributing to positive mental health 

and psychological development (Bluth & Neff, 2018).  

The relationship between self-concept and well-being is significant to 

understanding social-emotional adjustments to school. However, more research must be 

conducted to analyze the wider implications of self-concept (Esnola et al., 2018; 

Lazarides et al., 2016). Self-concept is rarely studied and receives little attention by social 

cognitive developmentalists (Damon & Hart, 1982). This may be because it is 

problematic to gain objective information about the self, as well as limited valid measures 

of self-concept existing (Damon & Hart, 1982; Esnola et al., 2018). Even further, 

however, the current study emphasizes the voices of male adolescents – and there is 

limited information concerning the male perspective of self-concept. Future studies must 

be conducted to further the understanding of self-concept – especially from a gendered 

perspective – as it plays a significant role in adolescent identity development. 

Mind Health, Well-Being, and Resilience/Flourishing 

 As previously mentioned, Seligman (2011, 2018) theorised that well-being is a 

multifaceted construct composed of several aspects including positive emotion, 
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engagement, relationships, meaning and purpose, and accomplishment. These five 

aspects are known as PERMA (Seligman, 2018). Attaining PERMA equates to positive 

levels of emotional well-being. Those who have high levels of emotional well-being have 

positive emotional self-perception, a sense of personal growth, and an understanding of 

their environmental influences (Baroni et al., 2018; Seligman, 2011). Displaying low 

levels of emotional well-being, conversely, is related to emotional distress, negative self-

image, self-worth, and a decrease in, or lack of, life satisfaction (Baroni et al., 2018; 

Seligman, 2011). In line with eudaimonic well-being, a study in Italy found that 

secondary school students who express satisfaction with their life also exhibit high 

emotional intelligence (Fabio & Kenny, 2019). Significantly, these individuals 

consequently display high self-esteem and optimism (Fabio & Kenny, 2019). Positive 

well-being is therefore essential to students’ social functioning and emotional 

development.    

 Engagement, a feature of PERMA, is an important aspect of emotional well-being 

(Seligman, 2011). In her book, The Hungry Mind: The Origins of Curiosity in Childhood, 

Susan Engel (2015) emphasized the importance of curiosity and engagement throughout 

child development. Between the ages of 5 and 12 years old, children’s curiosity declines; 

this is problematic because curiosity is not only an essential component of learning, but it 

provides opportunities for individuals to explore aspects of their identity. For example, 

individuals use curiosity and engagement to explore their interests and passions (Engel, 

2015). Engel (2015) has noted that the most likely cause of this decline is the classroom 

structure within the school context. In the primary years, for instance, young children are 

encouraged to explore and inquire regarding their learning; however, as children enter 
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older grades, they are less encouraged to use their curiosity in the classroom, as educators 

move towards using scripted lessons and specific learning goals.  

Academic engagement steadily declines as students enter secondary school 

(Lemos et al., 2019). Engel (2015) provided an example in which a Grade 9 educator was 

lecturing, and a student raised his hand half-way through the presentation: the teacher 

noticed his hand, and stated that questions are to be asked at the end of the presentation, 

then continued to lecture. Unfortunately, discouraging curiosity and engagement in this 

way leads to “teens feel[ing] dull and disengaged most of the time they are in school” 

(Engel, 2015, p. 169).  

 The steady decline of student engagement is problematic for adolescents as they 

approach secondary school, in particular (Lemos et al., 2019). Students who display low 

levels of engagement or motivation in school are especially at-risk during the elementary 

to secondary school transition – and this vulnerability challenges students’ self-concept 

and emotional well-being (Lemos et al., 2019).  

Empirical evidence shows an association between academic achievement and 

positive mental health (O’Connor et al., 2019). For example, students with strong 

academic skills may demonstrate positive interactions and relationships with peers and 

educators, thus resulting in positive mental health (O’Connor et al., 2019). However, grit 

is a significant component in achieving academic success. Individuals with high levels of 

grit, or academic grit, also have a strong sense of self or identity (Clark & Malecki, 2019; 

Duckworth, 2018). In sum, as Duckworth (2018) has noted, goals cannot be created or 

fulfilled unless the individual is aware of their identity (e.g., their inner strengths, 

weaknesses, passions, etc.).  
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 Intuitiveness or curiosity also leads to later academic success and positive 

emotional well-being (Engel, 2015). As Engel (2015) has articulated, curious children 

demonstrate self-control, secure attachment, optimism, and self-esteem. Teachers within 

older grades, especially high school, unfortunately tend to inhibit opportunities for 

student curiosity. A solution to this, however, is for educators to provide students with 

choice and autonomy in the classroom. Additionally, Engel (2015) has explained that the 

more unknown the topic, the bigger the invitation for learning. Therefore, teachers must 

continue to strive to incorporate student engagement and spark curiosity in the classroom 

to enhance students’ emotional well-being.  

 In addition to curiosity, kindness can also promote well-being (Cotney & 

Banerjee, 2019; Malti, 2020). Research has indicated that engaging in acts of kindness is 

strongly correlated with enhancing overall well-being; specifically, adopting behaviors of 

kindness and compassion can improve life satisfaction and social relationships (Cotney & 

Banerjee, 2019). Promoting kindness and compassion in school programs, in particular, 

fosters adolescents’ social and emotional development (Cotney & Banerjee, 2019), thus 

highlighting the importance of kindness-based well-being interventions for adolescents.  

 Lastly, self-esteem is significant regarding emotional well-being. Self-esteem is 

considered both stable and unstable depending on individual successes and failures 

(Bialecka-Pikul et al., 2019). Specifically, as Bialecka-Pikul et al. (2019) have explained, 

these successes and failures impact one’s momentary feelings of self-worth within 

domains of self-esteem (e.g., scholastic self-esteem). Adolescents are vulnerable to 

experiencing low self-esteem in particular during their educational transitions (Bialecka-

Pikul et al., 2019). Since self-esteem is a key determinant of well-being, it is important to 
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understand the changes or stability of self-esteem as emerging adolescents encounter 

secondary school. More specifically, it is essential to understand the male perspective on 

how self-esteem is impacted during the transition from elementary to secondary school.  

Social Preferences (Loneliness, Aloneliness, and Aloneness) 

Solitude has a variety of benefits for well-being, including self-exploration, 

creativity, and self-renewal (Coplan et al., 2019) However, being alone is continuously 

portrayed negatively across research in terms of well-being (Coplan et al., 2019; Hipson 

et al., 2021). These different views challenge the meaning and emotional impacts of 

solitude and being alone. Therefore, Coplan and colleagues introduced a psychological 

construct, aloneliness, defined as “negative feelings that arise from the perception that 

one is not spending enough time alone” (Coplan et al., 2019, p. 18); from this 

perspective, aloneliness reflects a discrepancy regarding one’s perception of time spent 

alone and time an individual would prefer to spend alone.  

Loneliness, however, is conceptualized as the dissatisfaction one has with the 

quantity and quality of time spent with others (Coplan et al., 2019). Loneliness often 

arises from negative implications of solitude. Aloneliness and loneliness are very similar; 

however, aloneliness feelings fluctuate over time based on individual’s desire to spend 

more time alone.   

Aloneliness is correlated both negatively and positively with well-being (Coplan 

et al., 2019). For example, as Coplan and colleagues (2019) have noted, because 

aloneliness refers to the dissatisfaction of time spent alone, negative emotions may arise 

that impact the emotional self negatively (e.g., reduced self-worth, increased stress, etc.).  

Moreover, aloneliness has social-emotional benefits. Shy individuals, for instance, tend to 
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prefer time alone (i.e., have affinity for aloneness) to avoid stressful social situations. 

Consequently, this desire for solitude reduces their stress or anxiety in terms of their 

emotional well-being.  

Children and adolescents have different social motivations and perceptions 

regarding sociability (Coplan et al., 2019). Sociability is conceptualized as tendency to 

affiliate with others (Cheek & Buss, 1981). However, not everyone has this desire. 

Unsociability refers to one’s preference for solitude (Coplan et al., 2019). In a study 

conducted by Corsano and colleagues (2006), 11- to 13-year-olds perceived time alone as 

being boring or unhappy, whereas 17- to 19-year-olds seemed to value solitude. This 

reflects Goossens’ (2014) claim that affinity for aloneness increases throughout 

adolescent development. In the home context, privacy-seeking behaviours become more 

normative (Coplan et al., 2019). For example, “retreating to the bedroom and closing 

their doors to establish their own personal space” (Coplan et al., 2018, p.48) demonstrates 

adolescents’ desire to seize opportunities for solitude.  

In general, however, adolescents experiencing loneliness for a long period of time 

can lead to serious emotional challenges including depression, aggression, and 

withdrawal (Hemberg et al., 2021). Nevertheless, loneliness can also be beneficial for 

adolescents depending on the activities they complete when they are alone. Hipson and 

colleagues (2021) sought to explore how adolescents spent their time alone. Interestingly, 

spending time alone pursing purposeful activities increases adolescents’ individualization 

and sense of self (Hipson et al., 2021). These activities include engaging in hobbies, as 

well as being an active participant in social media or games (Hipson et al., 2021). A 

passive participant is an individual who scrolls their social media pages without engaging 
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(e.g., commenting or liking a post) as well as simply watching television (Hipson et al., 

2021). Hipson noted that playing video games is a positive activity to do in solitude 

compared to watching television because video games can include an active social aspect. 

Engaging in stimulating activities while alone increases self-understanding and promotes 

coping strategies.  

Early adolescents are in a unique developmental stage, as they are trying to adhere 

to social norms and expectations while also increasing their social autonomy (Coplan et 

al., 2018). School transitions present challenges to adolescents’ feelings of isolation and 

loneliness (Sundqvist & Hemberg, 2021). Self-awareness and self-understanding play a 

significant role in feelings of loneliness. Specifically, “being self-aware and building an 

understanding of self could lead to being able to detect which feelings give rise to 

loneliness, and how to better cope with these” (Sundqvist & Hemberg, 2021, p. 246). 

Therefore, understanding how Grade 9 students perceive time alone, or what they like to 

do alone, will contribute to the understanding of adolescent social-emotional 

development and emotional well-being.  

Perceived Stress, Anxiety, and Depression 

 According to Hides and associates (2019), well-being and mental distress 

contribute to adolescents’ overall mental health: individuals that experience mental 

distress, or psychological distress, show a range of symptoms representing a mental 

illness (e.g., depression, anxiety, schizophrenia, an eating disorder, addictive behaviours, 

etc.). For instance, adolescents that express high levels of well-being and low levels of 

mental distress have low levels of suicidal behaviour and have high academic 

performance and engagement (Keyes et al., 2012). This example demonstrates the 
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influence that both well-being and mental distress have on adolescents’ emotional and 

academic life. Significantly, another study conducted by Keyes and colleagues (2010) 

found that promoting well-being can reduce mental distress. In relation to the current 

study, then, if Grade 9 adolescents experience mental distress through the transition from 

elementary into secondary school, it is extremely important to promote their emotional 

well-being. Therefore, findings from study are important in understanding adolescents’ 

emotional lives, and thus supporting their mental health.  

  Perceived stress is defined “as the extent to which situational demands are 

appraised to exceed or strain an individual’s ability to cope” (Simpson et al., 2019, p. 

1295). Perceived stress encompasses a wide range of emotional and cognitive 

judgements, including feeling overwhelmed with long-term life challenges or an inability 

to cope with daily tasks (Simpson et al., 2019). Adolescents are vulnerable to stress based 

on their increasingly complex social interactions and contexts during this developmental 

stage (Simpson et al., 2019). Understanding how perceived stress influences Grade 9 

students’ emotional lives is, therefore, significant to the current study. 

Perceived stress also impacts the interpersonal lives of adolescents (Molinari et 

al., 2019). For example, some adolescents that experience social rejection by their peers 

tend to perceive high levels of interpersonal distress; this can result in different coping 

strategies, one of which is distancing themselves from others to avoid rejection (Molinari 

et al., 2019). In this case, either anxiety or anger results (Molinari et al., 2019). Anxiety 

for fear of rejection may lead to internalizing difficulties, such as depression or 

withdrawal (Thomas & Bowker, 2015), whereas anger can result in physical or verbal 

aggression, classified as externalizing problems (Cain et al., 2017). While there are 
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additional variables to consider, both internalizing and externalizing symptoms of 

perceived stress can influence behaviour and emotional well-being in some adolescents 

(Molinari et al., 2019), and is therefore pertinent to this study.  

Peers also have a significant impact on the emotional lives of adolescents 

(Blakemore, 2018; Molinari et al., 2019). Positive friendships result in higher self-esteem 

and self-efficacy; however, “when adolescents perceive their friendship quality as low, 

they tend to overestimate rejection from their peers” (Molinari et al., 2019, p. 430). This 

results in the adolescent having higher levels of perceived stress, thereby promoting 

feelings of anxiety or anger (Molinari et al., 2019). Peer relationships thus serve either to 

protect or hinder the social-emotional lives of adolescents.   

Emotional Well-Being During COVID-19  

Due to the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19), governments were required to 

increase measures on social distancing to reduce the spread of the deadly virus during 

2020 (Tindle & Moustafa, 2021). With these regulations, individuals experienced 

increased levels of isolation, restricting their access to crucial social support networks 

(Tindle & Moustafa, 2021). Strict quarantine measures and regulations have contributed 

to increased levels of distress, loneliness, anxiety, depression symptoms, insomnia, and 

feelings of hopelessness among the general population nationwide (Haddad et al., 2021; 

Tindle & Moustafa, 2021). Specifically, during the pandemic in Canada, individuals 

reported high to very high levels of psychological distress based on quarantine 

restrictions and social isolation (Tindle & Moustafa, 2021).  

Physical activity and living an active lifestyle have many benefits on overall 

health, including reducing chronic diseases and increasing psychological well-being 
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(Haddad et al., 2021). Specifically, “young people who exercise have lower levels of 

depression, stress, and psychological distress and higher levels of positive self-image, life 

satisfaction, and psycho- logical well-being” (Haddad et al., 2021, p. 222). Protective 

measures during COVID-19 to increase social distancing resulted in closing different 

social gatherings, businesses, and cultural and sporting events. With the increased time 

spent at home in isolation, levels of physical activity and activeness decreased in children 

and adolescents (Haddad et al., 2021). From this perspective, exercise represents a 

protective factor for positive emotional well-being and overall health – one that was 

impacted negatively by the pandemic.  

The COVID-19 pandemic represents the “most recent example of enforced human 

isolation” (Unal, 2021, p. 138). Throughout history, humans relied and continue to rely 

on social interactions and socializing on a regular basis (Unal, 2021). From this 

perspective, the self-isolation caused by the global pandemic posed many unique 

challenges for individuals to socially connect. Social relationships have a significant role 

on emotional well-being and decreased levels of distress (Tindle & Moustafa, 2021; 

Unal, 2021). Diverse social media platforms can bring people closer together, but also 

have the potential for damaging outcomes on emotional well-being (Taylor-Jackson et 

al., 2021). Social media use during COVID-19 increased significantly based on 

individuals’ drive to connect with others in times of isolation or loneliness (Ellis et al., 

2020; Taylor-Jackson et al., 2021).  

However, studies have found that adolescent interactions with social media can 

relate to increased loneliness, anxiety, depression, and social isolation (Ellis et al., 2020; 

Taylor-Jackson et al., 2021). Interestingly, a study exploring adolescents’ perceptions of 
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social media use during COVID-19 established that these individuals recognize the harms 

of social media use, but the “fear of missing out” and the pressure to stay connected drive 

their need to use social networks (Taylor-Jackson et al., 2021). While future studies need 

to explore the relationship between increased social media use during COVID-19 and 

adolescent well-being long-term, there is a clear indication that adolescents perceive 

social media as an important tool for connectedness.  

Transition to Secondary School and Mental Health 

Investigating the implications of school transitions has been a focal point for 

educational researchers and developmental psychologists worldwide (Madjar & Cohen-

Malayev, 2016; Qualter et al., 2007); because most students will experience a formal 

school transition during their education, this topic has been thoroughly investigated 

throughout the past few decades (Clair-Thompson et al., 2016; Madjar & Cohen-

Malayev, 2016). Significantly, some findings have shown positive relationships between 

school transitions and student engagement, emotional well-being, and achievement, while 

others have identified negative relationships (Madjar & Cohen-Malayev, 2016). In sum, 

the impact that school transitions have on children’s and adolescents’ emotional well-

being has been a key area of focus in the scholarship that is particularly relevant to this 

study.  

 Researchers have explored school transitions for a variety of different ages. 

Beginning with young children first entering school, Fink and colleagues (2018) coined 

the term school readiness to describe young students’ social preparedness for formal 

school transitions and how this impacts their emotional well-being. Previous literature on 

school readiness focused on students’ academic skills – mainly numeracy and literacy – 
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which are primarily traditionally conceived as being central to successful school 

transitions (Fink et al., 2018). More recently, however, holistic perspectives have been 

adopted in the research, which has illuminated the relationship between school transitions 

and mental health, specifically emotional well-being (Fink et al., 2018; Madjar & Cohen-

Malayev, 2016; Qualter et al., 2007). Clearly, then, school transitions cannot solely be 

contextualized without adopting a holistic perspective, including considerations such as 

gender (Perry et al., 2019), peer relationships (Simpson et al., 2019) family relationships 

(Fink et al., 2018; Majorano et al., 2015) grit (Clark & Malecki, 2019), and self-concept 

(Madjar & Cohen-Malayey, 2016). 

 Much of the research for school transitions, however has focused on the middle 

school years (typically Grades 6 to 8). This includes both transitioning from elementary 

to middle school, or from middle to secondary school. Scholars have argued that this is a 

key area of research because students in these transitions are also experiencing the onset 

of puberty, in which there are significant emotional and behavioural changes (Madjar & 

Cohen-Malayev, 2016). The current research shows that transitioning from elementary to 

middle school (Grade 5 to 6) has overall negative effects, such as decreased student 

engagement, well-being, increased school-related stress, and so on (Madjar & Cohen-

Malayev, 2016). Similar to the elementary to secondary school transition, students 

transitioning from elementary to middle school must adapt to their new educational 

context; and, from a holistic perspective, this transition includes a variety of components 

such as social relationships, gender, and grit (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Clark & Malecki, 

2019; Kingery & Erdley, 2007; Madjar & Cohen-Malayev, 2016). Failure or difficulty to 
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adapt may result in the negative outcomes cited in the literature, thus impacting students’ 

mental health.  

 Relevant to this study, much of the literature focuses on a specific academic 

subject, and establishes the relationship between mental health and school transitions 

from a subject-based approach. For instance, this includes math anxiety during school 

transitions (Klee & Miller, 2019; Symonds & Galton, 2014). The literature on school 

transitions is mostly subject-based because most school transitions require students to 

adapt from a general classroom to specific subject-based classrooms (Klee & Miller, 

2019). Therefore, the current study is needed, as it adopts a holistic view to further 

understand adolescents’ self-perceptions and emotional well-being through the 

elementary to secondary school transition without the confines of a specific academic 

subject guided the context of the analysis. 

 One study conducted by Hirvonen and colleagues (2019) studied school 

transitions in Finland. There is a school transition in Finland that takes place when 

students are 12 or 13 years old, where students graduate primary school and enter lower 

secondary school (Hirvonen et al., 2019). The study focused on academic buoyancy – 

defined as students’ ability to overcome academic ordinary/daily challenges 

optimistically – to contextualize emotional well-being, behaviours, and attitudes through 

this school transition (Hirvonen et al., 2019). Hirvonen and colleagues (2019) found that 

academic buoyancy correlates positively to the regulation of emotions (including self-

understanding), and promotes positive learning experiences and performance at school. 

The study concluded that,  
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transitions can involve multiple changes in relation to learning environment, 

teaching methods, study pressure, and social relationships. Promoting students’ 

academic buoyancy could be a key to helping students through these challenges 

by boosting their control beliefs, positive emotions, success expectations, and 

adaptive behaviours during the school transition. (Hirvonen et al., 2019, p. 954)  

 Moreover, a study conducted in Southern Italy by Muscara et al. (2018) found 

that family functioning, perceived peer support, and overall school satisfaction related to 

the transition from middle school to high school. Findings established that the emotional 

components of parent-child relationships represent a safe place for emerging adolescent 

students; specifically, the study suggests that “adolescent school satisfaction may be 

connected to a more positive family atmosphere, including the ability of parents to 

engage with their children emotionally” (p. 2695). Positive relationships at home are thus 

a key factor for students not only in terms of their emotional development, but during 

their school transitions and future experiences.   

The current study is concerned with secondary schools that are structured to 

educate Grade 9 to 12 students. Ontario schools are typically structured as elementary 

schools (Kindergarten to Grade 8, or Kindergarten to Grade 5), with some middle schools 

(Grade 6 to 8). Transition into Grade 9 may result in a variety of social-emotional 

implications for students. Studies in the United Kingdom – which has similar school 

transitional periods to Ontario – have found that entering secondary school may increase 

young adolescents’ anxiety, depression, negative behaviours (e.g., aggression), reduce 

academic performance, and lower school attendance (Bloyce & Frederickson, 2012; 

Clair-Thompson et al., 2016; Qualter et al., 2007). In some cases, the negative 
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implications that arise from this transition influence students’ ability to adjust to later life 

transitions and challenges (Clair-Thompson et al., 2016). Consequently, studying the 

social-emotional implications of entering secondary school is essential to understanding 

adolescent emotional identities and other areas concerning late adolescent well-being and 

social cognition.  

However, from a geographical perspective, there is limited research concerning 

secondary school transitions in Canada. Even more significantly, the studies which do 

focus on this transitional period do not solely focus on the male adolescent perspective 

during the transition from elementary to secondary school. Therefore, the findings of the 

current study will contribute to the field of social cognition and mental health of entering 

Grade 9 male students, but will also guide future research within Ontario school contexts 

– which is currently sparse.  

 The Ontario College of Teachers (OCT) has issued a province-wide push to 

support students’ emotional well-being through mental health support initiatives 

(Jamieson, 2019). According to the OCT, “seventy per cent of mental health problems 

have their onset during childhood or adolescence” (Jamieson, 2019, p. 29). The transition 

from elementary into secondary school raises concerns regarding students’ emotional 

well-being. Certified teachers in Ontario are required to further educate themselves on the 

signs and symptoms for mental health conditions, and adhere to the professional 

standards that prioritize the well-being of each student (Jamieson, 2019). However, more 

professional development (PD) on mental health must be implemented, in addition to 

integrating relevant support programs, to reduce the challenges associated with students 

entering secondary school. The existing literature has emphasized that young adolescence 
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is a significant social-emotional developmental period (Blakemore, 2018). Thus, Ontario 

teachers must appropriately understand and support the emotional well-being of students 

to enable their future academic and social success. 

In Ontario, most students transition from elementary school into secondary school 

at 13 and 14 years old (Ontario Ministry of Education [OME], 2013). Early adolescents 

encounter a variety of physical, social, and emotional challenges as they transition from 

elementary into secondary school (Blakemore, 2018; Tillezek et al., 2010). The OME 

included a book on their website entitled, Fresh Starts and False Starts: Young People in 

Transition from Elementary to Secondary School. This was a large, longitudinal study 

published in 2010 that analyzed secondary school transitions in Ontario (Tillezek et al., 

2010) and aimed to “capture the experiences and meanings of the ways in which 

transitions are enacted currently in schools” (p. 11). Specifically, three phases of the 

study were conducted over 3 years, considering educators’, parents’, and students’ 

perspectives regarding this school transition. The research adopted a holistic approach 

(similar to the literature on school transitions, identity, and emotional well-being) to find 

that each student experiences the secondary school transition uniquely based on social, 

emotional, and academic aspects.   

This research from Tillizek et al. (2010) is significant to the current study because 

it focused on the social-emotional impact secondary school has on entering Grade 9 

students. However, this research differed from much of the literature regarding secondary 

school transitions based on the broad scope used. For example, it included social 

processes of being, becoming, and belonging as well as academic challenges, dropout 

rates, extracurricular activities, and experiences of French-Canadian and marginalized 
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youth (Tillezek et al., 2010); conversely, most studies in this field are concerned with a 

select few variables regarding the transition (e.g., gender, self-esteem, etc.). With that, it 

did not provide detailed information regarding the relationship between mental health 

(i.e., emotional well-being) and the transition from elementary to secondary school. 

Additionally, because this study analyzed Grade 9 participants who entered secondary 

school in 2007, more recent research on secondary school transitions in Ontario needs to 

be conducted. Therefore, the current study is needed to provide a detailed account of 

emotional well-being and self-knowledge in relation to students transitioning into Ontario 

secondary schools.  

The OME (2013) has highlighted the challenges young adolescents experience 

during the transition from elementary into secondary school. In addition to the 

longitudinal research conducted by Tillezek and colleagues (2010), the OME presented 

additional documents and resources that discuss the importance for students to feel safe 

and experience a sense of belonging as they enter secondary school (2013). 

Consequently, the OME emphasizes the impact secondary school transitions have on 

young adolescents, in addition to the role that educators, parents, and students have in 

contributing to a smooth transition. This government emphasis confirms that the current 

study is needed to better understand students’ perspectives of and their emotional well-

being during the transition from elementary into secondary school in Ontario. 

Significantly, the current study is needed to improve upon the disparity in the documents 

provided to the public and educators from the OME by highlighting practical resources to 

accommodate the complex social-emotional lives of emerging adolescents.  
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Gender 

In defining gender, sex must be conceptualized. In most publications, sex has 

been defined biologically through reference to reproductive organs and sex chromosomes 

(Blakemore, 2018). However, gender is “the state of being male or female, and is defined 

more by social and cultural differences, and how an individual feels, more than biological 

factors” (Blakemore, 2018, p. 161). In the current study, the term gender is used rather 

than sex, because participants were simply asked whether they identify as male or female, 

as opposed to asking their biological sex. Gender identity is defined as “a set of 

cognitions encompassing a person’s appraisals of compatibility with, and motivation to 

fit in with, a gender collective” (Perry et al., 2019, p. 289). From this perspective, gender 

identity is a construct in which individuals apply their self-perception (Perry et al., 2019). 

In this study, participants were provided with the options, male, female or prefer not to 

answer (if they felt male or female did not best describe them). Since the literature has 

showed that most individuals have a stable perception of their gender identity by late 

elementary school (Perry et al., 2019), these three response choices were most suitable 

for the current study.   

Gender-role stereotypes have a significant role in the development of adolescents’ 

self-competencies during the transition from elementary into secondary school. In terms 

of school transitions, a study conducted by Heyder and colleagues (2020) found that 

adolescent males are more likely to display student misconduct and deviant behaviour. 

Male adolescents, in particular, felt more pressure to conform to masculine stereotypes 

compared to their female counterparts (Heyder et al., 2020). Additionally, sexualized 

gender stereotypes (SGS), for example, “portray women and girls as sexual objects who 
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should singularly prioritize their sexualized attractiveness and portray men and boys as 

sexually voracious actors who should only value a girl as a sexual object rather than a 

person” (Brown, 2019, p. 523). Media, clothing, and toys reflect these stereotypes 

(Brown, 2019). SGS negatively impact adolescent girls’ and boys’ self-perceptions 

academically, physically, and emotionally.  

Academically, research by Brown (2019) has shown that SGS portray sexualized 

women and girls as unintelligent in comparison to non-sexualized women. Additionally, 

by late elementary school, adolescents depict sexualized girls as more popular compared 

to non-sexualized girls. Brown (2019) has identified that children and adolescents tend to 

socialize themselves, in that their attitudes and self-concept corresponds with gender 

stereotypes. Consequently, adolescents that conform to SGS tend to experience 

disengagement from academics, which leads to lower academic performance (Brown, 

2019). From this perspective, gender stereotypes such as SGS contribute to emerging 

male and female adolescents’ self-perceptions, self-esteem, and self-concept. 

The literature has also revealed that students may experience the transition into 

secondary school differently based on a variety of other factors related to sex and gender. 

Gender may contribute to the adjustment of school transitions in terms of academic 

success (Brass et al., 2018); however, most of the current literature in the field 

emphasizes adolescent female voices. Studies show that females’ motivation to please 

teachers, parents, and themselves makes them more vulnerable to feedback or criticism 

than male students (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Gentile et al., 2009). Similar to their academic 

vulnerability, girls tend to be more concerned about peer approval and social status 

compared to boys (Brass et al., 2018). As early adolescents begin to spend more time 



35 
 
 

 
 

with peers than their family, they begin to care more deeply about their friends’ 

perspectives of them, which, in turn, influences their self-understanding and self-worth 

(Blakemore, 2018). These studies emphasize that early adolescent females have greater 

vulnerability and may experience lower levels of self-esteem compared to their male 

counterparts. However, very few studies prioritize the male perspective. A study by 

Coplan et al. (2018) found that males experience social withdrawal more negatively than 

females because it shows men as being weak, contradicting the traditional 

heteronormative masculine stereotype. Consequently, this influences behaviour, and 

feelings of self-worth and self-esteem.  

Solitude and Social Relationships (Peer and Family) 

Social support systems in the students’ environment help protect the emotional 

well-being of adolescents during the transition into secondary school (Clair-Thompson et 

al., 2016; Kingery & Erdley, 2007; Qualter et al., 2007). According to Blakemore (2018), 

friends play a significant role in the social and personal development of adolescents; 

specifically, “as young people move from childhood into adolescence, they start to care 

more deeply about what their friends think about them, and this affects their sense of self-

worth” (p. 36). This shift of focus from family to friends increases adolescents’ desire to 

be socially accepted and included, resulting in a struggle for belonging (Gazelle, 2008; 

Molinari et al., 2019). Adolescent social adjustments, including the transition from 

elementary into secondary school, are thus influenced by individuals’ peer group 

inclusivity and acceptance (Molinari et al., 2019).  

Peer-related loneliness is influenced by the dissatisfaction with peer relationships, 

resulting in individuals spending more time alone (Majorano et al., 2015) Early 
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adolescents are in a unique developmental stage: they are influenced by social 

expectations and peers, but they begin to increase their social autonomy (Coplan et al., 

2018). Specifically, adolescents spend more time with, and value, their peers as a result 

of them redefining the bounds with their parents; in this process of detaching from their 

parents, forming peer relationships play a significant role in their emotional well-being 

(Majorano et al., 2015). Individuals that feel rejected or socially isolated from their peers 

have an increased likelihood for feelings of peer-related loneliness and lower self-esteem; 

in some cases, “the limitation of their options for being with others has made them think 

that being alone is important and pleasant” (Majorano et al., 2015, p. 3444). Peer 

relationships thus influence loneliness and preferences for solitude. The current study is 

concerned with emerging adolescents’ attitudes toward solitude, as it contributes to their 

emotional well-being as they encounter secondary school.  

Family relations play an important role in adolescent development. A study 

conducted by Grenon et al. (2019) aimed to explore the familial and personal 

characteristics of emerging adolescent students, specifically concerning their self-

perspective and evaluation of self-esteem. In particular, their research was concerned 

with parental overprotection and conditional support to understand students’ self-esteem 

and how it impacts their school experiences in areas like test anxiety. Findings showed 

that parental overprotection and impostorism – competence overestimated by parents – 

led to high test anxiety and low self-esteem. As outlined by Savina and Moran (2021), 

“socialization practices in family and school should take advantage of adolescents’ 

readiness to learn and steer them toward positive trajectories” (p. 18). The importance of 
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this is that family relationships play a significant role in the emotional well-being and 

self-understanding of adolescents, which is relevant to the current study.  

Early research established that parent-child communication is significant for 

adolescent identity formation (Seligman et al., 1984). Previous studies show parents that 

are open, warm, and emotionally supportive toward their children contribute to 

adolescents with high levels of well-being (Seligman et al., 1984; McAdams & McLean 

2013; McLean & Pratt, 2006). Additionally, maternal rumination – conceptualized as 

repetitive focus on negative experiences or unachieved standards – is associated with 

adolescent cognitive self-understandings (McArthur et al., 2019). Thus, negative 

maternal inferential styles and rumination contributes to children’s and adolescents’ 

negative self-perspectives, including self-esteem. Currently, the existing research has a 

disparity in scholarship that discusses the relationship between the home environment 

and adolescent identities regarding the role of mental health and social cognition, making 

the current study of importance in the field.   

As outlined previously, as children enter adolescence, they tend to spend less time 

with their family members and spend more time with their peers (Blakemore, 2018; 

Majorano et al., 2015). With this shift, Majorano et al. (2015) have highlighted that 

adolescents put more emphasis on their peer relationships and less on their family 

relationships. The authors have noted that parent-related loneliness occurs as individuals 

separate and detach from their parents. There are two types of emotional independence 

from parents. Separation from parents is considered a healthy process, as individuals step 

away from their childhood representations of their parents and begin to construct a sense 

of self; however, detachment from parents is conceptualized as a negative process in 
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which individuals distrust family members, sometimes resulting in alienation toward 

parents. Both types of parent-related loneliness provide adolescents with the opportunity 

to establish their identity, as well as contributing to their attitudes and preferences toward 

solitude.  

The interaction between the child and their primary caregiver impacts their social 

emotional development and cognitive abilities throughout life (Bosacki, 2016; Licata et 

al., 2016). These abilities include coping with stress and problem solving (Licata et al., 

2016). During adolescence, parent-child relationships change – for instance, there is an 

increased likelihood of conflict, less intimacy in the relationship, and less physical 

affection (Bosacki, 2016). However, parents remain an important influence for emerging 

adolescents, and some researchers claim that secure parent-child attachment serves as a 

protective factor during adolescence (Bosacki, 2016). This includes reducing levels of 

depression and protecting against negative life events adolescents experience (Greenspan 

& Deardorff, 2014). Parent-child attachments during childhood are, therefore, significant 

regarding mental health in later adolescent development.  

Cortés-Garcia et al. (2019) have found that insecure attachment relationships to 

mothers and fathers influence the transition from childhood to early adolescence. 

Specifically, the authors have found that mother-child attachment serves as a greater 

predictor of adolescent depressive symptoms compared to father-child relationships. 

However, this is also dependant on the gender of the adolescent. Although the majority of 

research focuses on attachment to both mothers and fathers, few studies have focused on 

quality of attachment with mothers and fathers separately across adolescent development. 

Attachment style and gender are extremely important in terms of adolescent emotional 
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well-being and psychological development, and therefore, the work of Cortés-Garcia et 

al. (2019) is relevant to this study.  

 Parent behavior and support towards their child also impacts adolescent 

psychological well-being (Wang et al., 2014). Western ideas of positive parental support 

are conceptualized as nurturing and accepting (Wang et al., 2014). Here, high levels of 

parental support are correlated with reduced levels of adolescent aggression, delinquency, 

depression, and increased self-esteem (Nolan et al., 2003). Additionally, studies show 

that parental support correlates to better grades in school (Amato & Fowler, 2002). All of 

these implications from parental support play a significant role in school adjustments for 

adolescents (Wang et al., 2014), making them valuable to the current study. 

Parental behavior and support are in line with Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) EST, in 

which human development is influenced by complex interactions between the individual 

and their social contexts (Wang et al., 2014). However, Wang et al. (2014) have noted 

that social contexts differ culturally. Chinese parents, for example, demonstrate their 

support through their ability to control their children. Parent behavior and support from 

this perspective differs compared to Western ideas, as Chinese parents are likely to 

enforce strong rules and boundaries in the home. Here, disciplinary measures include 

strict and sometimes harsh punishments used to motivate children. However, the research 

on this matter cannot conclude that Chinese parenting practices negatively impact 

adolescent development or school adjustments – though, disciplinary actions such as 

shaming can potentially reduce adolescents’ self-esteem and increase the likelihood for 

depression, thereby negatively impacting the psychological well-being of emerging 

adolescents. Conclusively, parental support and behavior differs culturally, but positive 
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support and monitoring may influence adolescents’ positive self-esteem and self-worth, 

thus decreasing the likelihood for developing internalizing symptoms such as depression.  

 Adolescent development is also shaped by their sibling relationships (Wang et al., 

2019). In the case of children without siblings, there are many assumptions regarding 

how these children develop socially and emotionally: only children have often been 

stereotyped as selfish, maladjusted, or immature (Rodrigues & Abhyankar, 2012). 

However, in a study focused on emotional intelligence in children with and without 

siblings, anger (both in expression and control) did not differ significantly between 

groups (Rodrigues & Abhyankar, 2012). Consequently, research has shown that siblings 

influence development (Pike et al., 2005), but more studies need to review the 

development of only children in contrast to those with siblings to further contextualize 

child and adolescent development.  

More specifically, studies have found that the birth order of siblings reveals 

information regarding their personality traits, coping ability, and social skills. Sulloway 

(1996) has coined the birth-order effects theory to explain sibling personality and other 

traits based on their birth order. Sulloway (1996) has claimed that firstborn children are 

more likely to be dominant or superior compared to their later born siblings. The reason 

for this is that firstborn siblings are more physically advanced and can express dominance 

over their younger siblings. Sulloway (1996) has also found that later-born siblings are 

more likely to be extraverted or sociable based on the value they place on interpersonal 

relationships to obtain resources. In his claim that firstborns rely on physical 

development, whereas later-born children rely on their social skills, Sulloway’s (1996) 
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theory predicts that firstborns are more likely to experience anxiety and later-born 

children will lack impulse control, increasing their likelihood for depression.  

A study conducted by Paulhus et al. (1999) has reflected Sulloway’s theory. The 

research found that firstborns were most achieving and conscientious, while later-born 

siblings were rebellious and agreeable to others. However, more recent studies have 

countered Sulloway’s theory. Some studies, for instance, have not found a correlation 

between birth order and personality traits or emotions (Boccio & Beaver, 2019). Findings 

are inconsistent based on the complexity of birth order and social-emotional variables, 

and there are many factors to consider within the family and larger social contexts that 

influence personality (Boccio & Beaver, 2019).  

However, research also shows that sibling relationships can either hinder or 

advance social and emotional development. For instance, older siblings and their peer 

affiliations influence younger siblings (Wang et al., 2019). Particularly, older siblings 

with academically disengaged (e.g., skip class, cheat on tests, etc.) peer affiliations 

“predict younger siblings’ decreased affiliation with engaged peers, while also predicting 

increased affiliation with disengaged peers” (Wang et al., 2019, p. 10). In line with 

Bandura’s SLT (1977), family role models have a significant role in influencing 

individual family members’ behaviours (Wang et al., 2019). However, the study 

conducted by Wang and colleagues (2019) demonstrates that family relations and 

adolescents’ peer contexts equally influence one another. 

 The transition from elementary to secondary school can make adolescents feel 

isolated or alienated upon entering the new school context (Wang et al., 2019). As a 

result, Grade 9 students’ academic engagement and peer affiliations are influenced 
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(Lemos et al., , 2019; Wang et al., 2019). However, their older sibling may serve as a 

protective factor during this transition. Because older siblings may be viewed as a role 

model to their younger siblings, how they adjust to emotional challenges may be reflected 

by the younger sibling (Campione-Barr et al., 2013; Wang et al., 2019). Therefore, 

sibling relationships have a key role to play in conflict resolution and emotional 

adjustment (Campione-Barr et al., 2013).  

 The gender of the siblings may also impact child and adolescent development. For 

example, “same-sex siblings may have more prosocial and intimate relationships, more 

frequent and imaginative play and conversations, and more opportunities to imitate and 

learn from each other” (Bosacki, 2016, p. 170). Same-sex siblings share more emotional 

closeness compared to opposite-sex siblings (Bosacki, 2016). As children enter early 

adolescence, same-sex siblings are more likely to continue to have a close and intimate 

relationship, whereas opposite-sex siblings show a decline (Kim et al., 2006, as cited in 

Bosacki, 2016).  However, more research is needed to explore sibling interactions 

between genders to further contextualize social-emotional development in children and 

adolescents.  

One of the main concerns with time spent alone is the increase of internalizing 

symptoms including depression, anxiety, and an increased likelihood for suicide (Coplan 

et al., 2018). Significantly, “warm, supportive parent-child relationships and family 

environments help protect against internalizing symptoms during the vulnerable period of 

early adolescents” (Simpson et al., 2019, p. 1293). Notably, here, research has shown that 

both peer and parent relationships influence adolescents’ desire for time spent alone, thus 

having a significant role in their emotional well-being (Majorano et al., 2015). However, 
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there is a gap in the literature concerning the role siblings have in relation to solitude 

(Simpson et al., 2019). Therefore, more research must be conducted to determine the 

relationship between siblings, solitude, and emotional well-being in adolescence.  

The current study asks the parents of participants to list the age and gender of the 

participant’s siblings, if they have any, on the parent consent form. It is important that the 

study addresses the sibling number, age, and gender, as this likely contributes to how 

students perceive the secondary school transition.  

Summary of Literature Review and the Current Study 

There remains a lack of consistency regarding the impact school transitions have 

on adolescent patterns of emotional well-being. Specifically, concerning the transition 

from elementary school (Grade 8) into secondary school (Grade 9), there is a lack of 

conclusive and consistent findings concerning adolescent self-knowledge and emotional 

well-being. Additionally, much of the literature focuses on the emotional challenges that 

female adolescents experience during schooling in comparison to males. More conclusive 

research thus must be conducted on secondary school transitions and gender differences. 

In sum, the overall findings of the literature review concerning the topic of mental 

health during the transition from elementary into secondary school are limited. Most of 

the studies relevant to this topic do not take place in Canada. Specifically, most of the 

research takes place in Europe or the United States of America. This is problematic, as 

the school systems in these locations are different than in Ontario, specifically regarding 

the support programs. Additionally, most of the information from the American studies 

focus on the transition from elementary into middle school. Again, this is problematic 

due to the different ages that experience this transition.  
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Moreover, the literature that focuses on school transitions and self-concept are 

mostly subject-based. For example, studies have analyzed entering secondary school 

students’ self-concept in mathematics class (Madjar et al., 2018; Symonds & Galton, 

2014). One of the primary concerns regarding the literature is the lack of educational 

solutions to support the emotional well-being of young adolescents entering secondary 

school. Most of the research claims that there is an urgency to provide emotional 

resources; however, it seems as if none are outlined or implemented. To contextualize 

this, Ontario school systems must be analyzed.  

The literature emphasized the social-emotional implications that school transitions 

have on young adolescents’ emotional well-being and self-understanding. Based on the 

findings in the review, however, more research must be conducted to further 

contextualize the emotional lives of young adolescents.  

The Current Study 

Based on the limitations of the literature, the current study is needed to bridge a 

gap and answer more questions related to emerging adolescent male perspectives during 

the transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9. The latest research on secondary school 

transitions in Ontario is limited, as it does not specifically look at the role of gender from 

a holistic perspective concerning the emotional well-being of adolescents. The current 

study starts a conversation about and provides insight on the lives of these Grade 9 

students. The responses discuss practical coping strategies that can be adopted by 

educational professionals for future students navigating this transition. Most importantly, 

it starts a conversation for male adolescents to reflect upon and share their experiences to 

promote positive emotional well-being, stressing to males that they are not alone in 
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feeling stressed, overwhelmed, or insecure as they transition to Grade 9. The current 

study is needed to further contextualize the secondary school transition in Ontario and 

present new information concerning the lives of male adolescent students.  

The current study utilized a general qualitative research approach that explores 

Grade 9 student perceptions involved during the transition into secondary school. The 

virtual questionnaire prompted participants to discuss their lived experiences through 

their school transition. Data analysis discussed in Chapter Three will provide information 

on emotional well-being as students enter secondary school. Specifically, there is one 

research question that is explored in the current study: what are adolescents' perceptions 

about their experience of the transition from elementary (Grade 8) to secondary school 

(Grade 9)? The discussion of the results will contextualize adolescents’ experiences of 

their self and social experiences during the transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9. Chapter 

Three will further explore the data collection process associated with the proposed 

research question.  
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY AND PROCEDURES 

 This chapter will provide an overview of the research methodology and design of 

the current study, in addition to summarizing the site and participant selection, 

questionnaire protocol, procedures and data collection, data analysis, methodological 

assumptions and limitations, and ethical considerations. 

Research Methodology 

The intent of the study was to explore young adolescents’ perceptions of the 

transition from elementary to secondary school, and how such a transition may influence 

their emotional well-being. Participants were asked about their experiences entering 

secondary school in relation to their self-worth, self-esteem, and emotional well-being. A 

general qualitative approach was used for the data collection process. Once the 

participants completed the virtual questionnaire on Qualtrics, I analyzed the transcripts 

for themes in relation to the research question. The information provided by the young 

adolescent Grade 9 student participants contributes to the current literature on students’ 

school experiences, and will further advance understandings of their emotional well-

being and self-knowledge. 

Research Design 

Qualitative research is concerned with illustrating participants’ views to explore 

relationships in the data, therefore providing a rich context for the research (Plano Clark 

& Creswell, 2015). As the current study is concerned with exploring the impact that the 

secondary school transition has on students’ emotional well-being, a qualitative approach 

was most suitable. The virtual responses provided by the participants created an in-depth 

understanding regarding this phenomenon.  



47 
 
 

 
 

The focus was to explore adolescents’ experiences of self and social experiences 

during the elementary to secondary school transition. The following research question 

guided the study: what are adolescents' perceptions about their experience of the 

transition from elementary (Grade 8) to secondary school (Grade 9)? The qualitative 

research approach provided comprehensive data related to these questions. 

Site and Participant Selection 

 Participants were recruited from one school in southern Ontario. Prior to 

beginning the recruitment process, I obtained clearance from Brock University’s 

Research Ethics Board (REB 19-139). At the time of the initial recruitment process, 

educators in public school boards were participating in a strike. With that, all extra-

curricular activities were paused, and schools did not allow any research to take place. 

My supervisor and I were very fortunate that a private secondary school was interested in 

having their students participate in the study. I contacted the intended school via email 

and introduced the study. Once they had expressed their interest, I met with the school 

research director and discussed details of the study. From there, we maintained 

communication via email and telephone calls to ensure the recruitment process was 

appropriate with student scheduling and with the COVID-19 related challenges. 

Participants completed the questionnaire during May/June of 2021.  

 To understand the relationship between student emotional well-being and the 

transition into secondary school, convenience sampling was used. Convenience sampling 

was most suitable to this study as it provided participants with an equal opportunity to 

partake in the research (Plano Clark & Creswell, 2015). There were three participants 
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included in the data analysis. All the participants identified themselves as male (see Table 

1 below). 

Questionnaire Protocol 

 The participants were involved in an individual qualitative questionnaire. 

Responses allowed the participants to express themselves and share their unique 

perspective regarding the transition into secondary school. Based on the school 

circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, data collection for this study occurred 

in a virtual format. I was unable to interview participants using Microsoft Teams video 

conferencing platform or other telephone communication networks based on the 

restrictions and limitations. Future research should utilize diverse methods for data 

collection to provide participants with meaningful opportunities.  

All questionnaire questions were modified to a virtual format for participants to 

respond to, using open-ended questions in which they typed their responses. The open-

ended question format allowed participants to provide detailed responses. This 

questionnaire required approximately one hour to complete. The information revealed in 

this process provided information concerning adolescents’ emotional well-being through 

the secondary school transition.  

 The questions used for the questionnaire were driven by research in the fields of 

both emotional development and environmental influences within the school context. 

Based on my extensive literature review, I developed 9 questions that allowed 

participants to share their perspective and explore their coping strategies. The strategies 

shared are important in supporting future grade 9 students, educators and policy makers. I 

referred to several studies to create the questions for the participants. First, the 
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Flourishing Scale allowed participants to report on their subjective experiences of well-

being by responding to descriptive self-statements (Fabio & Kenny, 2019; Pritchard et 

al., 2019). This, in addition to the Utrecht-Management Identity Commitment Scale (U-

MICS), which was used to measure identity formation (Crocetti, Rubini & Meeus, 2008), 

helped guide my questions based on the potential to reveal how the participants express 

their individual understanding of their identity and identity formation.  

Understanding how emerging adolescents cope with stress is an important theme 

in the current study. The questions within the questionnaire about activities that help 

reduce stress were derived from the literature in the field. Researchers Bluth and Neff’s 

(2018) work on self-compassion, and Coplan and colleagues (2018) provided extensive 

literature on leisure activities in youth that lead to mental well-being. Additionally, a 

study explored the importance of mindful colouring and how to use engaging questions to 

prompt critical thinking (Dresler & Perera, 2019). I also looked to this study for guidance 

with coding the transcript and presenting the data. Additionally, I also relied on literature 

emphasizing positive approaches to conducting qualitative research with youth and 

adolescence. Tilley and Taylor (2018) discuss the importance of researcher bias and the 

role of power when listening to the voices of adolescent participants. Utilizing a holistic 

perspective and recognizing the important data collection methods from literature in this 

field, allowed me to pose unique questions to gain insight on the perceptions of emerging 

adolescents as they transition into secondary school.  

Grade 9 students have a unique perspective on transitioning into secondary 

school: they are the experts on the topic. My responsibility as an educational researcher 
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was to learn about their experiences and perspectives to further understand the social-

emotional complexities associated with entering secondary school.  

Understanding the individual differences associated with this transition reflects 

the EST (Bronfenbrenner, 1979), in that each person experiences their social worlds 

differently. The qualitative data collected through this process will further highlight the 

importance of student self-perceptions and emotional well-being in transiting into 

secondary school. 
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Table 1 

Participant Demographics 
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  As the primary researcher, I adhered to ethical guidelines throughout the virtual 

data collection process. Specifically, I referred to a study by Demkowicz and colleagues 

(2020) that outlined ethical guidelines and precautions when collecting data with 

adolescents. During the data collection process, I collaborated with the school research 

director to ensure student learning schedules were not impacted and that their information 

was protected. As the recruitment process occurred on a virtual platform, students were 

invited to participate through the secondary school’s communication channels. The 

research director emailed prospective parents and students an invitation to participate in 

the study. In the email, the director attached an informative recruitment flyer that I 

designed on a PDF document. Students were then invited to express their interest via my 

school email. When communicating with students, I attached the necessary documents 

prior to collecting any data. This includes the parental consent and student assent. In all 

documentation, it was made clear that the participant is free to skip questions or drop out 

from the study at any time. As an incentive, students were offered one hour of 

community service toward their Ontario secondary school diploma (OSSD). Following 

their completion of the virtual questionnaire, the research director was only provided with 

the names of the participants in order to sign their community hour. The students were 

assigned an identification number that only myself and my research supervisor have 

access to.  

 The response format on the Qualtrics platform allowed Grade 9 student 

participants to reflect on their experiences and share their in-depth understandings of their 

transition into secondary school. Outlined in Appendix B are the open response 

questions.  
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The questions required adolescents to self-reflect on their emotional experiences 

associated with entering Grade 9 from Grade 8. The questions and sub-questions were 

designed to further understand the self-perceptions of emerging adolescents navigating 

through this transition. Specifically, the additional questions are listed to prompt and 

extend the students’ thinking. The information revealed in the questionnaire process 

provided a unique perspective on emerging adolescents’ emotional development and 

school experiences. 

Procedures and Data Collection  

The study was granted ethical clearance from Brock University (REB 19-139) as 

well as the selected school research director and principal. Based on the school 

circumstances caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, data collection, as well as all 

consent/assent documents for this study, occurred in a virtual format. The school research 

director directly sent Grade 9 students and their parents an email with information for 

participating in the study. Specifically, the school research director attached the 

recruitment flyer that I created as a PDF. The virtual flyer included my Brock University 

email address, as well as the school research director’s information for interested 

participants to contact.  

Once a student contacted me regarding their interest, I made it very clear to them 

about their role in the study and what the study would involve. Each student was 

provided with an identification number to ensure their protection. I then included the 

Qualtrics website link they used to electronically sign their assent form, and a parental 

consent form for them to send to their parents. Parents were able to express whether they 

would like the results of the study once completed. The Qualtrics website link for the 
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questionnaire was emailed to participants once all documentation was submitted. 

Students were reminded that they were welcome to drop out from the study or skip 

questions at any time. Being mindful of student learning schedules, students were 

provided with a deadline to complete the Qualtrics responses. 

As the data collection for the study used Qualtrics as a virtual platform, students 

used class time to complete the open-ended questions. The questions prompted 

participants to share their perspectives of entering secondary school, activities that make 

them happy, strategies that reduce their stress, and advice they would give to themselves 

or others to overcome the challenges with transitioning into Grade 9. This took 

approximately an hour to complete. Upon the completion of the responses, I contacted 

students via email to thank them for their participation in the study. This email also 

included a Mental Health Resources attachment that listed a variety of supports and 

services should they have any mental health concerns after reflecting on their 

experiences.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis was used to explore the Grade 9 participants’ 

perspectives on entering secondary school. The virtual responses provided the 

opportunity for young adolescent students to reflect on and respond to aspects of the 

school transition in relation to their emotional well-being and self-understanding. 

Specifically, the virtual questions were designed to provide information to help answer 

the following research question: what are adolescents' perceptions about their experience 

of the transition from elementary (Grade 8) to secondary school (Grade 9)?   
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Grounded thematic analysis is a measure used to collect and organize data based 

on pre-determined codes to conclude a major idea relevant to the study (Plano Clark & 

Creswell, 2015). This hematic content analysis was applied when viewing and organizing 

the questionnaire responses. To effectively approach the data using thematic analysis, six 

phases for thematic data analysis were used for the virtual responses. The phases used are 

based on Goodall’s (2018) data analysis in research with young people.  

According to Goodall (2018), phase one requires the researcher to become 

familiar with the data. Following the responses from the Qualtrics platform, I reviewed 

and familiarized myself with the data presented, recording notes and reflections in a 

Microsoft Word document. The initial stages in thematic analysis are designated to 

establishing macro-level or super-ordinate themes (Kelly et al., 2020). Phase two is the 

process of generating initial codes (Goodall, 2018). During this, I edited errors in spelling 

and inserted conventions or comments (see Appendix A). I roughly drafted several a 

priori codes based on the terminology used in my virtual response questions (see 

Appendix B). I then revised and edited these terms several times to ensure they reflected 

the language used throughout. Next, I reviewed the responses again, and followed the 

same process for uncovering emergent codes. Phase three requires the researcher to 

search for themes (Goodall, 2018). Once I established that each code contributed to the 

focus of my research, I drafted several overarching themes, otherwise known as the 

macro-themes. Specifically, I determined themes by “grouping codes under descriptive 

headings” (Goodall, 2018, p. 5). Phase four is the process of reviewing themes (Goodall, 

2018). The main goal of this phase is to ensure that the coded data and themes 

interconnect and reflect the entire dataset (Goodall, 2018). I reviewed and checked the 



56 
 
 

 
 

themes and codes several times. Based on my findings, I discovered five total micro-

themes. Phase five requires the researcher to define and name the themes (Goodall, 

2018). As the researcher, I created a chart in which I listed all definitions for themes and 

sub-themes (see Appendix C). I then reviewed these definitions several times to ensure 

they reflected the content of the questionnaire. Lastly, phase six is producing the report 

(Goodall, 2018). During this process, I ensured all codes and themes were clear to the 

reader. This included colour-coding (see Appendix D). I adhered to these phases to 

ensure that the qualitative data analysis was clear, efficient, and revealed the content of 

the participant responses.  

It is important to address the trustworthiness of the data, as well as address my 

researcher bias. During the coding of the transcripts process, I removed any markers of 

identification and prepared clean, finalized copies of the transcripts. I then compiled these 

documents together with a copy of the coding scheme and sent them to an independent 

coder who is unfamiliar with my research. The independent coder coded the transcripts. 

Once finished, the coder and I collaborated virtually (via email) and compared codes. All 

discrepancies were discussed to achieve consensus. The intent of this process was to 

achieve reliability on the coding, aiming for 90-100%. Collaboration during this data 

analysis process was important to the overall reliability of the findings. 

Methodological Assumptions and Limitations 

The study explored the role of emotional well-being and self-knowledge involved 

in young adolescents’ transition into secondary school. There are certain limitations that 

must be acknowledged in this study. Primarily, the research is designed to explore the 
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emotional aspects associated with entering secondary school. With that said, this research 

will not conclusively determine cause and effect. 

Having both male and female participants in the study could have provided more 

data on the gender differences associated in the school transition from Grade 8 to 9. 

However, as outlined in the literature review, most research on this topic includes female 

participants. The male participants shared a unique perspective on their experiences of 

social-emotional perceptions during the secondary school transition. These findings will 

undoubtedly contribute to the literature on male adolescent students’ emotional well-

being.  

It would be meaningful to collect data with the same participants during Grade 8 

as well as Grade 9. A cross-sectional analysis may reveal more information on how 

young adolescents’ social-emotional perceptions alter from elementary to secondary 

school.  

Another limitation is the timing of the data collection. Because the data collection 

process took place in May/June 2021, participants may have had difficulty reflecting on 

the early Grade 9 experiences they would have had in September 2020. Consequently, 

having participants share their insights during their first few months of school may have 

allowed for deeper reflection. Additionally, participants did not specifically discuss 

implications caused by the COVID-19 pandemic. Within this context, participants 

transitioned to secondary school during social restrictions and limitations that may have 

influenced their feelings of belonging, sense of self, coping strategies, and overall 

emotional well-being – which were not explicitly addressed by the questions in the 

questionnaire. 
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Teachers’ perspectives of student behaviours and emotions are valid in 

understanding school impacts on emerging adolescents’ social emotional competencies 

(Smith et al., 2018). Based on this, it would also be meaningful to administer teacher 

reports to Grade 9 educators. Results from this measure could provide in-depth 

information regarding the social-emotional impacts of transitioning to secondary school.  

Ethical Considerations 

Ethical clearance from Brock University was obtained prior to data collection 

(REB 19-139). Additionally, permission from both the secondary school principal and 

school research director was obtained prior to the recruitment process. The school 

research director sent the electronic flyer in an email to all Grade 9 students, as well as 

their parents. Interested participants contacted me via my Brock email. I sent students the 

Qualtrics link for the minor assent, as well as the parental consent which they sent to their 

parent or guardian. Due to on the COVID-19 pandemic during this process, signatures 

were submitted in an electronic format. Participants were provided with and identification 

(ID) number to ensure confidentiality. Throughout the duration of the study, participants 

were made fully aware that they had the right to withdraw from the study at any time.  

There are no known or anticipated risks associated with participating in this study. 

However, discussing emotional well-being may have caused stress for participants. With 

that said, participants were reminded they have the right to skip questions or drop out 

from the research altogether. Additionally, each participant was provided with a mental 

health resource sheet following the completion of the question responses should they 

experience any psychological stress.  
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All information obtained in this study was kept confidential, and no personal 

identifying information was used in reports. Each participant was provided with an ID 

number that only myself and my supervisor had access to. Data was retained for one year, 

and was securely stored in a locked filing cabinet in my research supervisor’s office at 

Brock University. All electronic correspondence was deleted.  

Chapter Summary 

 Chapter Three discussed the methodology of the current research. Grade 9 student 

perspectives were used to contextualize the role of emotional well-being in young 

adolescents’ secondary school transition. The qualitative responses were coded based on 

grounded thematic analysis. The results from this study will lead to avenues of future 

research concerning the emotional development of adolescents through school transitions.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: PRESENTATION OF RESULTS 

 The intent of the current study was to explore student perspectives on entering 

secondary school. The qualitative methodology revealed information concerning well-

being and self-knowledge through this school transition. Specifically, the findings will 

add to the existing body of literature on adolescent students’ social-emotional perceptions 

in relation to their transitional school experiences.  

Results 

The overarching themes from the data collection were analyzed by reviewing the 

coded transcripts, and two macro-themes and five micro-themes surfaced. I referred to 

the study conducted by Hewitt et al. (2021) for reporting the results. The first macro-

theme is social support; within this, the micro-themes of feelings of belonging and social 

relationships were explored. The second macro-theme, coping with stress, included three 

micro themes: self-understanding, use of personal time and feelings toward school and 

education. Below, I will outline the significance of each theme and explore participant 

responses from the transcripts. See Appendix C for additional details on themes and 

associated codes.  

Social Support 

 The first macro-theme, social support, includes the two micro-themes of feelings 

of belonging and social relationships, each of which is explored further below. 

Feelings of Belonging 

Feelings of belonging are often conceptualized as gaining acceptance into a 

particular group or environment. As previously outlined in Chapter Two, adolescents’ 

identity is heavily influenced by their feelings of belonging and inclusion (Verhoeven et 
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al., 2018). Participants in this study shared their perspectives on feeling excluded and 

included through this school transition. When discussing some challenges involved in the 

transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9, participants shared their feelings of exclusion. 

Participant 001 said, “the biggest challenge I was facing is getting to know new people 

and new teachers…” In this transition to high school, students are learning to adjust to 

new routines, schedules, and environments. Navigating these new and unfamiliar 

contexts greatly influences adolescents’ sense of belonging and feelings of inclusion. 

Participant 001 went on later to explain that secondary school was a “new environment 

… [that] made me feel mentally uncomfortable.” Conclusively, Grade 9 student 

experiences at secondary school impact their feelings of belonging and influence their 

self-perceptions, as evidenced within this study. 

Feeling excluded during this transition shaped students’ feelings of belonging and 

motivation toward school. Participant 004 shared that, even in Grade 8, “I had nothing to 

do in school, I had no friends, I didn’t even care about my grades. Even some of the time, 

I would lock myself in the room to not go to school,” thereby showing the intensity of 

feeling excluded or not having a feeling of belonging. Lacking a purpose greatly impacts 

feelings of belonging. Participants described feeling “bored” or having “nothing to do” at 

school when reflecting on their experiences, suggesting that feelings of belonging include 

individuals’ desires, goals, and purposes.  

Participants also described their geographic location as contributors to having a 

sense of belonging in the Grade 9 environment. Because this secondary school offered a 

boarding option for students, participants shared their perspective of living away from 

home. For instance, one participant shared:  
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Even though I only board from Monday to Friday, it was still weird to live in my  

dorm without my parents. It got worse after my Mom moved back to China. Now 

I have to live at school for the whole week. 

In sum, participants shared feelings of exclusion during their reflections on school 

experiences, contributing to their overall self-understanding.   

In the participant responses, feelings of belonging were associated with self-

understanding. Two participants specifically shared that their negative feelings toward 

school changed as they became more familiar and comfortable with their social 

environment in Grade 9, specifically with feelings of exclusion in the boarding 

arrangements, as well as being unfamiliar with teachers and peers. Participant 004 said, 

“Now after months of boarding experience, I was getting along way better than at the 

start of the year.” Additionally, Participant 001 said challenges such as getting to know 

different students and teachers “took a really long time.” Participants shared an optimistic 

perspective for future Grade 9 students in terms of feeling a sense of belonging and 

inclusion. As one participant noted, “…they will get stronger and more resilient as they 

go on as well. So they shouldn’t be fully stressed about Grade 9.” Participant 004 also 

shared that their roommate in Grade 9 “made this school year much more interesting. I 

felt a sense of belonging…” Additionally, when discussing adjusting to secondary school, 

Participant 001 said “time is the best way to get used to it.” Participants reflected on their 

experience and offered these words of wisdom for future Grade 9 students, sharing rare 

insight on resiliency, grit, and perseverance.  

 

 



63 
 
 

 
 

Social Relationships 

Moving on to the second micro-theme within the social support theme, 

participants related their social relationships to an overall sense of belonging and even 

resiliency. Most participants discussed the challenges with adapting to living at a 

boarding school; one even describing it as “cruel”. Participant 004 explained, “my 

roommate and I were great friends, we stick together all day. He made this school year 

much more interesting. I felt a sense of belonging rather than before,” thereby illustrating 

the significance of social relationships in relation to inclusion and exclusion. Similarly, 

Participant 003 stated,  

There weren’t many humans that I can call a friend… when I met my best friend, 

I felt meaningful, I didn’t feel excluded by anybody in my age. This is a valuable 

experience for me as I experienced friendship and formed my outgoing 

personality. 

Participants also described the challenge of maintaining their social relationships 

during their secondary school transition. Participant 001 stated, for instance, that “Now in 

9th grade, I have less time for socializing as my schoolwork increases…” Social 

relationships also change during this transition, as one participant noted the following: 

I can feel that the biggest change I made was that I started to filter the people in 

my social circle. In 8th grade, I was getting to know everyone, and it made me 

very tired. By 9th grade, I knew what kind of people were worth getting to know 

and what I could really learn from them. 
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 Significantly, another participant shared that including icebreaker games early so that 

students’ can “find” their friends should be prioritized by teachers to help make the 

transition more enjoyable or fun.  

Coping with Stress 

 In the second macro-theme of coping with stress, three micro-themes emerged 

including self-understanding, use of personal time, and feelings toward school and 

education, which are explored below. 

Self-Understanding 

 The first micro-theme, self-understanding, emerged as participants displayed a 

deeper self-understanding of their mental well-being and health during their school 

experiences. Participant 004 recognized, for instance, their feelings of exclusion and an 

overall avoidance toward school, stating “…I was really having trouble…. I had to go do 

some mental checks before, but now I am way better.” Similarly, Participant 001 

explained that their social relationships at school caused “some stress.” After participants 

entered Grade 9, they shared that there are challenges associated with the transition and 

navigating through Grade 9. Participants frequently described feelings of “stress” or 

“pressure” when reflecting on their Grade 9 school-related worries. Participant 001 

shared their self-perception as an entering Grade 9 student, noting that “Everyone around 

me is working hard, so I often worry about whether I’m working hard enough.” Another 

participant said, “past struggles seem like happy memories now to me”, when referring to 

Grade 9 worries in comparison to those from Grade 8. Here, participants displayed a deep 

level of self-awareness in their secondary school experiences. 
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Interestingly, participants reflected articulately on their strategies for coping with 

the stress of secondary school. Participant 003 said they “take a shower when I am 

[feeling] pressured, create a checklist and moderate what I have left for this school year, 

and create a detailed plan for every assessment.” Many participants also shared that they 

destress by reflecting on their goals and how to achieve them. Participant 003 later 

explained that he wanted to become more mature in Grade 9, and did this by being 

“focused more on learning other than gaming.” To achieve goals, Participant 003 said, “I 

reward myself [with] a YouTube video or game after a great amount of work.” The 

advice that this participant would give to future Grade 9 students based on their own 

lived experiences is to “make yourself pressured, but not stressed. Be aware of the on-

going future and what you need to get in your dream university.” Participant 003 is an 

example in which Grade 9 students display great levels of emotional self-understanding 

in terms of their mental well-being and coping strategies.  

Use of Personal Time 

The second micro-theme within the theme of coping with stress that emerged in 

this study was the use of personal time. As previously discussed, participants’ use of 

personal time varied between playing video games, exercising, watching YouTube, and 

so on. Participants reflected on their use of personal time both in Grade 8 and 9 in the 

questionnaire. After entering secondary school, Participant 001 noticed major changes in 

their personal time:  

I can feel to a large extent that I have more time at my disposal, which allows me 

to do more than I did in 8th grade. For example, I can hang out with my friend, 

and I can go to the library. 
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Many responses also discussed the difficulty of balancing personal time with the 

increased amount of schoolwork in Grade 9. Participant 003 recognized this prior to even 

entering secondary school by explaining that the summer before Grade 9 will be the last 

“fun” summer break students will have based on their ability to sense the upcoming 

pressure of secondary school – and, later, university. Participant 004 encouraged future 

Grade 9 students to “really find something that they enjoy, this will improve the fun of 

school and you will be able to focus yourself on the positive things in the future instead 

of the negatives.”  

Social relationships and spending time with friends are also described as a coping 

strategy for stress by participants. All three participants shared, for instance, that being 

with or doing activities with friends was something they liked to do to make themselves 

feel better and happy. This included playing badminton, playing games, or playing sports 

with friends. Specifically, Participant 001 explained, “The best way is to go out with my 

buddies, no matter what, just stay together and I forget about all the things that make me 

stressed or upset.” When discussing final activities that participants enjoyed and found 

that helped to cope with some of the stresses and worries about entering high school, 

Participant 003 responded, “I enjoy badminton with friends. I think friendships are 

important in high school.” When participants are with their friends or family, they like to 

play video games with friends, read books with family, and play badminton with friends 

to reduce stress, thereby emphasizing the importance of participating in activities with 

friends and family to maintain emotional well-being.  

Interestingly, participants shared activities and coping strategies they do when 

they are alone, as well. Participant 001 said, “…listen to music when you are alone, look 
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out the window or walk outside. In short, since you’re the only one, it’s okay to be as 

comfortable as you can.” Other coping strategies including “doing exercises,” “watch 

Youtube,” and “take a shower” were emphasized by participants to help themselves feel 

calm and peaceful when alone. Completing activities with friends and alone are both 

important in terms of emotional well-being. Participant 001 said, “If I’m alone for too 

long I become a very boring person, and that’s not what I want, I want to be able to bring 

something to the table.” This interesting quote demonstrates the importance of social 

relationships at this age. It reiterates that perspectives of being alone, or “aloneness,” is 

seen negatively in terms of well-being. Solitude-seeking behaviours become more 

normalized during mid- to late adolescence.  

Feelings toward School and Education 

Lastly, the third micro-theme to emerge within the theme of coping with stress 

was feelings toward school and education. Participants in this study noted the relationship 

between social relationships and friendships at school and feelings toward school and 

education. When feeling stressed about school, participants shared that “spending time” 

with their friends allowed them to cope. In the response for extracurricular activities that 

should be made available to entering Grade 9 students, Participant 003 said, “Having 

students from higher grades telling their experience,” thus stressing the importance for 

support systems to reduce stress and anxiety toward Grade 9 among students facing this 

transition. 

Participants’ feelings toward school changed from Grade 8 to 9. Participant 004 

shared that Grade 8 was “boring” and that there was “nothing to do in school.” Similarly, 

Participant 003 said, “there wasn’t much pressure on me in Grade 8.” Likewise, 
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Participant 001 shared “I wasn’t very busy with schoolwork.” Participants then discussed 

feelings of “pressure” as a beginning Grade 9 student. “I have less time for socializing as 

my schoolwork increases and I start to spend time thinking about my future,” Participant 

001 explained. Participant 003 reiterated, “I could sense the pressure of high school and 

university.” Specifically, the content and overload of work was causing negative feelings 

towards school. Participant 003 shared, “French oral final exam, science final exam, 

English final exam. I felt pressured by these three exams as it is the end of the [school] 

year.” This shift in feelings toward school from Grade 8 to 9 is very significant to the 

current study.  

Interestingly, participants’ interactions with their Grade 9 educators impacted 

their feelings toward Grade 9. Participant 004 said, 

I am coping with the stress by frequently asking my teachers to check if I am in 

the right place in terms of work… some of my teachers are hard to connect with, I 

found myself a bit scared of them. 

Interestingly, Participant 001 said, “In 8th grade, I spent more time building my 

relationships with my teachers and classmates,” indicating that less time is spent 

establishing these critical relationships in the school context.  

Chapter Summary  

 From the data analysis, two macro-themes of social support and coping with 

stress emerged, with feelings of belonging and social relationships as micro-themes for 

the former, and self-understanding, use of personal time, and feelings toward school and 

education as micro-themes for the latter. The results have been presented in a table to 
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further contextualize (see table 2). Chapter Five will discuss these findings in relation to 

the literature and emphasize conclusions for future research.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 Chapter Five aims to further emphasize the emotional impact young adolescents 

experience as they transition from elementary into secondary school. This chapter will 

highlight entering Grade 9 students’ emotional well-being within the secondary school 

context. Specifically, I will discuss the findings of this study in relation to the literature 

on secondary school transitions and adolescents’ emotional development. I will conclude 

this chapter by reiterating the importance of acknowledging male adolescent voices for 

future avenues of research in this field.  

Summary of Research Question and Significant Findings 

In this study, I sought to explore how adolescents’ experiences during the 

transition from elementary to secondary school impact their emotional well-being and 

self-understanding. The data collected in this study revealed crucial information 

regarding the lives of beginning Grade 9 students, and further made poignant the fact that 

educators and professionals must support these students. There were two main themes 

that emerged from the findings which represented adolescents’ experiences and their 

social-emotional perceptions during the transition from elementary school (Grade 8) to 

secondary school (Grade 9). The macro themes included social support and coping with 

stress. This section will further uncover information relating to these themes, which 

unveil the emotional lives of emerging adolescents during their transition to secondary 

school.  

Discussion 

Prior to exploring the results of the study, the themes must first be examined. 

Social support is the first macro-theme established by this study. Adolescents experience 
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many unique changes as they grow and develop; in particular, as emerging adolescents 

establish their identities, they become more influenced by their social relationships 

(Blakemore, 2018). Social relationships, therefore, play a major role in adolescent 

development. Supportive friendships and relationships can contribute to a positive sense 

of self and overall emotional well-being. Moreover, these social relationships also 

influence feelings of inclusion and a sense of belonging. The second macro-theme 

established by this study is coping with stress. Based on the different challenges 

adolescents experience as they develop, their coping strategies are essential in 

maintaining positive emotional well-being. Additionally, given the context of this study, 

participant responses are significant in terms of coping strategies for positive well-being 

during increased social restrictions and time spent alone throughout the pandemic. Both 

overarching macro-themes are reflected in the participants’ responses, which reflect their 

lived experiences during the transition to secondary school. 

Within social support, feelings of belonging is the first micro-theme. A common 

occurrence in the responses from participants was feeling included, which I defined in 

Appendix C as the emotional understanding or self-awareness associated with comfort 

and security within the classroom/school environment. As outlined in Chapter Two, 

adolescents’ identity is largely based on their level of academic achievement in the 

school-related context (Hoffman, 2012). For example, students that excelled in 

mathematics class came to understand themselves with a mathematic identity more than 

students who had challenges in these areas (Hoffman, 2012; Solomon, 2007; Yi, 2013). 

Student academic success, in this case, is correlated to a sense of belonging, which 
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contributes to identity formation (Verhoeven et al., 2018). School faculty has the 

potential to unintentionally shape student identity.  

In relation to the current study, however, participants do not describe strong 

feelings of belonging in their early Grade 9 experiences. This could be influenced by the 

increased difficulty in achieving high grades in secondary school classes as compared to 

elementary school. For instance, participants regularly shared their feelings of “pressure,” 

“stress,” and “worries” when reflecting on their course workload and navigating the 

secondary school environment. “Now in 9th grade… everyone around me is working 

hard, so I often worry about whether I’m working hard enough” noted Participant 001. In 

turn, grade 9 students are not provided with enough opportunities for identity 

development during this transitional time. Consequently, transitioning Grade 9 students 

may develop negative feelings toward the secondary school based on their experiences 

and the lack of belonging that they feel in their institution. Therefore, the current study 

supports the literature, which emphasizes that school experiences greatly influence sense 

of self, belonging, and identity development. 

Social relationships was another important micro-theme within the macro-theme 

of social support, which further revealed insight on the lived experiences of Grade 9 

students. As outlined in Chapter Two, adolescents tend to prioritize their friends’ 

perceptions of them as they spend more time with peers and develop social relationships 

outside of their family (Blakemore, 2018). A key concept discussed in the current study is 

perceived stress. Relevant to this study, adolescents’ internalizing (e.g., depression or 

withdrawal) and externalizing (e.g., anger or aggression) symptoms of perceived stress 

influences their behaviour and emotional well-being (Molinari et al., 2019). Specifically, 
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adolescents’ perceptions of exclusion, lack of friends, or lack of friendship quality relates 

to high levels of perceived stress.  

In this regard, the current study supports the literature based on participants’ 

discussions of their social relationships and emotional well-being. For instance, 

Participant 004 disclosed that they had no friends and did not care about school grades. 

This perceived stress impacted their emotional well-being and behaviour as they tried to 

stay in their room instead of going to school. Similarly, Participant 003 shared that they 

did not have many people they would call a friend in Grade 8. Over the summer, they met 

their best friend and now, the student “felt meaningful” and included. Thus, adolescents’ 

perceptions of friendships are strongly connected to their internal emotions and external 

actions or behaviours. Peers seem to have an influential impact on their emotional well-

being and social-emotional perceptions. Conclusively, these findings support the existing 

scholarship, as this study uncovered that perceptions of stress and distress greatly 

influence emotional well-being and sense of self.  

The second overarching macro-theme, coping with stress, includes three essential 

micro themes: self-understanding; use of personal time; and feelings toward school and 

education. Adolescents are most vulnerable to experience low self-esteem, ands self-

esteem is a central component of emotional well-being (Bialecka-Pikul et al., 2019). Self-

understanding was another theme revealed in the analysis process that further 

contextualized participant responses. Participants consistently reflected on their 

experiences and displayed an ability to recognize their needs, wants, perspectives, and 

inner thinking. Participants discussed their self-esteem in terms of both their social 

relationships and feelings toward school. One participant shared, “It’s not that I can’t be 
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alone, it’s just that if I’m alone for too long I become a very boring person, and that’s not 

what I want. I want to be able to bring something to the table.” This reflection not only 

represents adolescents’ self-understanding, but it also represents their self-esteem in 

terms of their feelings of belonging in Grade 9. In this study, participants reflected on 

activities that they participate in with their friends and alone. The reflections 

demonstrated a self-awareness of their actions, behaviours, and interactions in relation to 

their emotional well-being. A participant discussed a video game called Warewolf, for 

instance, stating:  

This game is very interesting when you play with a group of good friends, you 

play while joking with each other, I really enjoy the time together with friends, 

which also helps me to relieve stress to a large extent. 

This, like other participant reflections, indicates a relationship between emotional well-

being and self-awareness, supporting the current literature discussed in Chapter Two.  

 Use of personal time was another significant micro-theme established in the 

participant responses under the macro-theme of coping with stress. Discussed in Chapter 

Two, when adolescents reflect on their life experiences and emotional well-being, they 

re-evaluate their coping strategies (Demkowicz et al., 2020). Participants in the current 

study reflected on their coping strategies or activities that they do to feel calm or reduce 

stress. They spent their personal time participating in activities such as playing 

badminton, exercising, playing video games, and so on. “I reward myself [with] a 

YouTube video or a game after a great amount of work,” stated Participant 003. Because 

self-perceptions greatly influence overall well-being, participants’ reflections on their 

coping strategies provided them with the opportunity to analyze these strategies and 
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continue to utilize them during challenging times – essentially, allowing them to deepen 

their self-understanding and enhance their emotional well-being. This supports past 

findings which indicate that personal activities and use of time outside of the educational 

context provide individuals with coping strategies which, in turn, lead to a positive sense 

of self. This unique finding especially supports the study conducted by Dresler and Perera 

(2019), which reiterates the importance of participating in mindful leisure activities to 

support emotional well-being. 

 Within the macro-theme of coping with stress, another micro-theme of feelings 

toward school and education was brought forth in the current study which has explicit 

connections to existing scholarship. This micro-theme revealed the depth of emotions 

Grade 9 students experience as they interact with their school context. Chapter Two 

summarized that schools and teachers influence adolescent students’ identities both 

unintentionally through implicit messages (Verhoeven et al., 2018), as well as 

intentionally through learning opportunities that deepen their self-understanding 

(Stapleton, 2015; Verhoeven et al., 2018). Based on the responses gathered in this study, 

participants experienced and discussed these unintentional and intentional implications, 

therefore corroborating the current literature. For instance, participants felt “bored” in 

Grade 8 in comparison to their Grade 9 experiences, in which they felt “stressed” and 

“pressured” with the heavy workload. The increased workload, as well as more 

challenging schoolwork, represents an unintentional implication effecting students’ 

feelings toward school.  

The secondary school context both unintentionally and intentionally influenced 

Grade 9 students’ experiences of and feelings toward school and education. Additionally, 
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participants shared that they knew their teachers well enough to form some sort of 

relationship. Reflecting on their Grade 9 experiences, participants shared their difficulties 

connecting with secondary school teachers, reflecting an unintentional effect on student 

emotional well-being. One participant shared that having an opportunity for older 

students to make connections with beginning Grade 9 students may ease the challenges 

associated with this transition. This would represent an authentic learning opportunity 

that may deepen adolescents’ self-understanding. Therefore, findings support research in 

this field, and highlight the importance for secondary school teachers to listen to male 

students’ voices about their experiences to support their emotional well-being.  

Each of the themes discussed support the existing research in the field concerning 

the emotional lives of emerging adolescent students. However, these findings provide a 

unique insight on male adolescents’ lived experiences and their emotional well-being 

through secondary school transitions. Current studies do not consider the significant 

emotional challenges male adolescents experience transitioning from Grade 8 to Grade 9. 

Therefore, the findings in the current study are extremely important, as they emphasize 

the need to listen to the male adolescent and learn from them to further help educators 

and curriculum developers support the high school transition in demographic-specific 

ways. 

Findings from this study show that adolescents’ perceptions change during the 

transition from elementary school to secondary school. For instance, students show self-

awareness and a deep understanding of their needs in terms of emotional well-being and 

mental health. In this study, participants displayed their self-understanding when 

reflecting on early Grade 9 experiences. The students reflected on and described their 
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negative feelings toward this transition and how it made them feel in terms of belonging. 

Relating secondary school experiences to feelings of stress, pressure, and exclusion 

demonstrates the participants’ self-understanding and self-awareness during this time. It 

also reflects the important role self-perception has in this school context. Participants’ 

awareness of other students’ work habits in comparison to their own causes students to 

internalize these feelings of stress and influences their social-emotional perceptions. 

Conclusively, then, participants’ self-understanding in the Grade 9 context is heavily 

influenced by their peers. 

Adolescents’ peers also have a significant role to play in their self-understanding, 

as well as their coping strategies. While participants reflected on activities that make 

them feel better both when they are alone and with others, a common thread that emerged 

was socializing with friends to reduce stress. Participants described games, activities, and 

sports they participate in with their group of friends that make them feel better if 

distressed. Interestingly, participants noted this importance themselves. Some participants 

shared that educators and staff should encourage Grade 9 students to have the opportunity 

to meet and make friends. Suggestions ranged from promoting participation in school 

clubs or extracurricular activities, as well as simply including icebreaker activities in 

class. Participants also noted the importance of having social relationships in the 

beginning months of Grade 9 to reduce stress and develop a sense of belonging in 

secondary school. This is significant to larger applications of the current study, because 

providing Grade 9 students with the opportunity to mitigate stress and promote mental 

health will increase their self-esteem and self-understanding. 
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In the parental informed consent document, parents or guardians were asked to 

provide the age and gender of the participants’ sibling(s). if applicable. Interestingly, all 

participants have one male sibling that is either the same age as them (a twin) or younger. 

As mentioned in the literature review in Chapter Two, the birth order of siblings 

influence individuals’ personality traits, coping strategies, and social skills. While there 

are many complex factors to consider within the family, as well as different mediating 

social contexts, sibling order may play a unique role for students during the transition 

between elementary to secondary school. Because participants each had a sibling that is 

either the same age or younger, they may have experienced more emotional challenges 

during the secondary school transition than their sibling would. This relates to findings 

that firstborns are more likely to experience anxiety, are most achieving, and more 

conscientious than their second-born siblings (Paulhus et al., 1999; Sulloway, 1996), and 

infers that first-born siblings might feel more pressured to be successful during this 

challenging transition. Interestingly, participants indirectly reflected this in their 

responses by describing the transition as stressful. Additionally, they do not have an older 

sibling that has already experienced the transition to be able to guide them or provide 

them with strategies for success. While more research is needed to further explore this 

finding, I believe this finding contributes to the discourse between birth order and social-

emotional variables regarding adolescents’ emotional well-being.  

The current study specifically emphasizes adolescent male voices and 

experiences. Participants in this study reflected on their motivation for success in school, 

and frequently discussed their emotional challenges navigating the secondary school 

context. Feelings of stress, pressure, and exclusion were discussed by each male 
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participant in the study. This presents an interesting finding in relation to the current 

literature. Adolescent males experience emotional challenges at school, and may 

internalize some issues similar to or even more than their female counterparts. Most of 

the literature in this field focuses on female adolescents’ emotional vulnerability, whereas 

this study discusses male vulnerability and emphasizes that all adolescents need 

emotional support despite their gender. Their voices and experiences should not be 

overlooked, as much of the research in this field is focused on the female perspective.   

In conclusion, I sought to present the thematic responses of male adolescent study 

participants though their transition from Grade 8 to 9. The thematic responses led to five 

significant social-emotional categories of findings, explored above. Previous studies, 

outlined in Chapter Two, discuss significant concepts and themes in relation to 

prioritizing the emotional development of adolescent students. This study similarly 

supports much of the literature in this field. More nuanced, however, the findings from 

this study illustrate the importance of listening to the male adolescent voice in terms of 

their thoughts and feelings about transitioning to Grade 9 and other school-related 

challenges impacting their emotional well-being. Future research is needed to explore the 

greater impact secondary school transitions have on both emerging adolescent boys and 

girls.  

Limitations 

The data within the current study is significant to understanding the emotional 

lives of adolescent students. However, there are several limitations to this study. One 

limitation is the type of educational context. Because the participants attended a private 

secondary school in Ontario, rather than a public school, they may have different 
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experiences during the Grade 9 transition, specifically regarding academic pressure, 

workload, stress, and the experience of boarding away from their families and groups of 

friends at home. 

Another limitation of the study is the digital data collection. While Qualtrics is a 

unique data collection platform that provides individuals with the opportunity to 

participate virtually in surveys, it posed challenges to recruitment, as well as to 

participant responses for this study. Four participants completed each of the necessary 

recruitment processes and answered the questionnaire. However, only three participant 

responses were reported on in the findings and discussion. Qualtrics, as a self-directed 

and independent program, also poses challenges for researcher-participant connection, 

limiting the potential for the researcher to clarify questions or prompt the participant to 

reflect on their experiences. Future studies or electronic data collection platforms should 

promote research-participant connections. An example may be to adopt a “chat-bar” 

feature in which the participant can ask questions directly to the researcher.  

Most of the research concerning social challenges during school transitions are 

focused on Western samples (Bullock et al., 2021). The cultural context has a significant 

influence on sense of self and emotional well-being based on the values, norms, and 

expectations of the individual’s environment (Bullock et al., 2021). While the primary 

goal of the study was to explore adolescent perspectives during the transition from Grade 

8 to Grade 9, inquiring about participants’ cultural context and background may have 

provided an opportunity to explore the Canadian education system in comparison to other 

educational contexts. Future studies should consider the importance of cultural context 

when exploring the emotional lives of children and adolescents during school transitions. 
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One of the main goals of this study was to explore adolescent perspectives during 

the transition from elementary into secondary school; consequently, it would have been 

meaningful to investigate students’ perceptions as early as Grade 8 to establish a baseline. 

This longitudinal data collection would provide more information on how entering 

secondary school challenges or influences adolescents’ emotional well-being and self-

knowledge. Surveying Grade 8 students, and then reassessing them in Grade 9 with the 

same questionnaire, would provide meaningful data on how social-emotional perceptions 

are impacted through this transition. Thus, future studies should include a longitudinal 

view to further contextualize school transitions and the emotional lives of emerging 

adolescence.  

Lastly, based on the COVID-19 pandemic restrictions that occurred during the 

time of data collection, the format of this study pivoted to utilizing the Qualtrics platform 

in a virtual context. Interviewing students in-person may have allowed for more detailed 

responses from the participants to emerge. While Qualtrics is a meaningful tool in 

collecting data, participants may have experienced difficulties understanding the 

questions, and thus may have provided an answer that was unrelated to the question or 

difficult to understand. Asking for clarification during an in-person interview may have 

limited these issues. Moreover, during the COVID-19 pandemic, adolescents experienced 

a variety of different challenges to their emotional well-being. Interviewing participants 

may have allowed for a richer conversation concerning the specific influence COVID-19 

had on students navigating the secondary school transition. 
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Implications for Theory, Practice, and Future Research 

 Several implications for theory, practice, and research from this study in the 

thematic areas of mindfulness and mind health programs for adolescents and educational 

implications are discussed below. 

Mindfulness and Mind Health Programs for Adolescents 

Adolescents experiencing mental health challenges may have a significant 

increase in self-harming, suicidal thoughts, and other negative behaviours (Hides et al., 

2019; van Loon et al., 2020). Due to the vast biological and social changes early 

adolescents experience, it is essential to support their overall well-being (McKeering & 

Hwang, 2018). Research indicates that increases in mental well-being contribute to 

declines in mental distress; thus, promoting and supporting mental well-being in children 

and adolescence will decrease mental distress and increase positive behaviours and 

attitudes (Hides et al., 2019).  

Because mental health challenges are most prominent during adolescence (Hides 

et al., 2019), it is crucial that school systems embrace mental health programs. 

Throughout the past decade, education systems have adopted this perspective and have 

tried to mitigate heightened stress levels for adolescent students by implementing school-

based intervention programs (van Loon et al., 2020). School-based interventions 

encourage youth to develop coping strategies and resilience. Effective integration of these 

programs will prevent negative feelings that could lead to self-harm and potentially 

suicidal ideation.  

Relevant to this study, the transition from elementary into secondary school may 

be emotionally challenging for students. Specifically, students at this age are more 
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vulnerable to negative body image (Wichstorm & Van Soest, 2016), low self-esteem 

(Bialecka-Pikul et al., 2019), and stress (van Loon et al., 2020; Simpson et al., 2019). 

With that said, the following section will review the implications of holistic education, 

social and emotional learning programs (SEL), and positive psychology for adolescents 

during their transition to secondary school, thereby emphasizing the importance of 

implementing mental health programs and resources both at the elementary and 

secondary school level to support the well-being of young adolescent students through 

this transition.  

Holistic Education 

Holistic education aims to promote positive emotional well-being for students by 

acknowledging the many facets of their social world (Miller et al., 2018). Because 

holistic education is concerned with multiple aspects of a child’s social world, it reflects 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) emphasis on individual social influences on development 

(Miller et al., 2018). The current study addresses many components associated with 

holistic through the data collection process. For example, a holistic approach highlights 

the importance of flourishing through child development into adolescence (Miller et al., 

2018). With that, exploring Grade 9 perspectives of flourishing (e.g., what are your 

favourite kinds of activities you usually do with your friends or family that makes you 

feel most happy or bring you joy?) reflects a holistic approach to further, and differently, 

understand the emotional lives of adolescence.  

Social and Emotional Learning (SEL) Programs 

 Social and emotional learning (SEL), also known as social-emotional theory, is a 

type of programming implemented in an educational setting that supports children’s 
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emotional developing process (Keene, 2018). Specifically, SEL programs provide youth 

with the opportunity to develop and improve their emotional awareness, behaviour 

management skills, and equip them with other skills to communicate effectively, express 

compassion or empathy, and use values to guide personal decision-making (Keene, 

2018). Overall, the purpose of SEL programs is to develop these key life skills during 

childhood so that as children grow and develop, they are able to cope with their emotions 

and behaviours to support their well-being and the well-being of others (Keene, 2018).  

Researchers found that successful implementation of SEL programs have 

improved academic performance as well as emotional well-being for students that 

participated (Keene, 2018; O’Connor et al., 2019). SEL programs limit students’ 

emotional distractions (e.g., challenging relationships, negative emotions, etc.) so that 

they can focus and enjoy classroom lessons (Keene, 2018). SEL programs have also been 

associated with increased self-awareness, positive social interactions, commitment to 

schoolwork, and increased secondary school graduation rates (Keene, 2018). A study 

conducted by Coelho et al. (2014) found that middle school students who participated in 

SEL programs (for over two years) had a heightened social and emotional self-concept – 

for both boys and girls. Specifically, the research emphasizes that SEL programs 

benefitted both boys and girls in terms of their emotional well-being (Coelho et al., 

2014). Within the context of the current study, the implementation of SEL programs and 

other positive psychology-based interventions in elementary and secondary school may 

lead to the enhancement or maintenance of students’ emotional well-being from Grade 8 

into Grade 9.  

 



86 
 
 

 
 

Positive Psychology 

As Peterson (2008) summarizes, positive psychology is a scientific approach to 

understanding human emotions and behaviours with a positive outlook. Positive 

psychology specifically utilizes an optimistic view of strengths as opposed to the 

weaknesses of individuals, This includes positive experiences (e.g., happiness), and states 

or traits (e.g., resilience). Positive psychology is concerned with life satisfaction, well-

being, and self-esteem; therefore, positive psychology is significant to the current study 

to further understand the emotional lives of emerging adolescents as they enter secondary 

school.  

Practicing positive psychology allows individuals to use self-awareness and self-

knowledge to improve their emotional well-being (Dresler & Perera, 2019). The 

relationship between positive psychology, social cognition, and mental health is 

important in the context of this study. For instance, the study asked participants about 

their favourite kinds of activities that bring them joy or make them feel most happy. 

Responses revealed the ways in which adolescents practice positive psychology and 

mindfulness as they enter secondary school, and contributed to the current literature on 

the emotional lives of adolescent students. 

Educational Implications 

In Western educational contexts (e.g., United States of America, Canada), 

positive psychology-based resources, specifically SEL programs, are geared toward 

focusing on oneself to support mental health and emotional well-being (Saeki et al., 

2015). SEL program literature tends to use the language of “I” statements when 

expressing one’s emotions (Hoffman, 2009); however, the language has diverse cultural 
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meanings (Saeki et al., 2015). For example, in some cultures, focusing solely on oneself 

is viewed negatively (Saeki et al., 2015). Therefore, the “implementation of SEL 

programs with culturally diverse children may need to consider the impact of collectivist 

perspectives on the appropriateness of children’s emotional expression” (Saeki et al., 

2015, p. 31). This requires developmental considerations in the process of designing SEL 

and other positive psychology-based programming.  

According to van Loon and colleagues (2020), school-based intervention 

programs may benefit adolescent students’ ability to deal with stress. Specifically, these 

interventions intend to support students’ social skills, emotional control, and overall 

cognitive development. In van Loon et al.’s (2020) work, successful implementation of 

these programs positively contributed to adolescent students’ academic performance and 

school success, in addition to improving students’ mental well-being. However, the 

authors note that the research remains inconsistent regarding the effectiveness of these 

programs. Challenges to the successful implementation of such programs – examples 

include mindfulness, positive psychology, and so on – range from schools in 

disadvantaged areas lacking the resources to effectively integrate these programs, to the 

attitudes of instructors, and to the overall intensity and focus of program. However, 

effective implementation of these programs is essential in supporting the emotional well-

being of emerging adolescents, so strategies for overcoming these challenges must be 

explored.  

 Findings from the current study are important for future research in the field of 

adolescent development. Understanding and analyzing emerging adolescents’ emotional 

well-being and self-perceptions during Grade 9 will further the discourse on how schools 
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influence students’ emotional lives. Additionally, as this study is concerned with 

students’ perceptions of their experiences transitioning to secondary school, and how this 

influences their minds and hearts, this study reiterates the importance of implementing 

resources and programs to support adolescent students socially and emotionally during 

their transition to secondary school. 

The importance of integrating participant quotes in the presentation of study 

results is that it highlights the authentic words and expressions of youth/adolescents. This 

language encourages connection to the themes discussed in the study (Kelly et al., 2020). 

Including the language of youth/adolescents in this study not only promotes opportunity 

for self-reflection, but also may encourage future dialogue for teachers and educational 

professionals. Teachers specifically may use the following quotes as a resource when 

working with students. For instance, educators will be able to talk with adolescents in the 

students’ own language. This has the potential to promote and enhance relationships in 

the classroom and allows students the opportunity to be heard.  

According to Blake et al., (2007), “in times of transition there is a need for 

information, emotional support, practical help and resources” (p. 31). As the current 

study outlined the impact school transitions have on students’ emotional well-being, 

resources must be provided to promote their emotional and social development.  

Studies show that there is a relationship between mindfulness and psychological 

well-being (Baroni et al., 2018). Mindfulness is strongly associated to leisure, health, and 

well-being (Dresler & Perera, 2019). Mindful leisure is conceptualized as complete 

immersion, attention, and awareness in leisure activity to enhance the present moment 

(Dresler & Perera, 2019). Involvement in leisure activities contributes to the quality of 
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those activities, as well as well-being (Dresler & Perera, 2019). According to Dresler and 

Perera (2019), mindfulness has been associated with the following leisure activities: dog 

walking, bird watching, fishing, skiing, golfing, sewing, cooking, gardening, gaming, and 

knitting. The health benefits of mindfulness and mindful leisure activities is significant to 

understanding the relationship between well-being and social cognition, a major 

component of this study. Because of this important relationship, the current study 

inquired about students interests or activities they participate in as a way to reduce or 

manage their stress.  

The findings identified a variety of different activities and hobbies that 

adolescents spend their personal time participating in. This prompted participants to 

reflect on their use of personal time and identify the coping strategies they utilize during 

stressful times. Similarly, educational programs and professionals should prioritize a 

conversation with or provide adolescents with the opportunity to self-reflect and share 

their use of leisure time. This will provide insight into the lives of beginning Grade 9 

students and guide future research regarding the importance of mindfulness and 

emotional well-being during adolescence.  

The implementation of positive psychology-based interventions within the school 

context contributes to improvement of mental health (Kelly et al., 2020; O’Connor et al., 

2019). According to Kelly and colleagues (2020), compassion-focused approaches are 

beneficial in supporting individuals experiencing mental challenges, as they aim to 

improve individuals’ capacity for compassion and self-compassion. Positive psychology 

and compassion interventions encompass social emotional learning (SEL), resilience 

programs, and holistic education resources (O’Connor et al., 2019). The implementation 
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of positive psychology interventions requires school and staff investment (e.g., 

professional development, leadership commitment, etc.) to successfully infuse SEL 

concepts in the classroom (O’Connor et al., 2019). This is important, however, as 

providing students with the opportunity to learn social and emotional skills has been 

shown to improve positive mental health and academic achievement (O’Connor et al., 

2019).  

Participants in this study shared that their coping strategies range from 

recreational hobbies to athletic activities. Teaching coping skills to participants (i.e., 

skills to identify their inner thoughts and feelings) can play a very important role in how 

youth and adolescents experience stressful situations and challenges. Thus, implementing 

positive psychology-based interventions within elementary school (especially in Grades 7 

and 8), may help improve and maintain positive emotional well-being as students 

encounter secondary school. Additionally, offering these programs in Grade 9 may also 

help reduce the emotional challenges with this important educational transition. Future 

longitudinal research should thus investigate positive psychology implementation in 

schools during this time period for emerging adolescents. 

SEL programs are composed of a series of lessons that provide opportunities for 

students to identify emotions and consider others’ feelings and perspectives in different 

situations (Keene, 2018; O’Connor et al., 2019). As Keene (2018) notes, these lessons 

increase in complexity as students age, and SEL program implementation requires 

educators and school staff to contribute to a positive learning environment – which is 

done by demonstrating positivity, respect, and fairness (Keene, 2018). Promoting 

kindness and compassion in school programs fosters adolescents’ social and emotional 
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development (Cotney & Banerjee, 2019). By establishing classroom routines and 

executing fair conflict resolution, educators can exemplify the characteristics involved in 

creating a positive environment for students (Keene, 2018). In the secondary context, 

educators should ensure that a positive learning environment is created by reflecting and 

emphasizing compassion, kindness, and fairness in their interactions and teachings.  

Dresler and Perera (2019) have noted that the implementation of mindfulness 

resources or practices within the school context allows students to improve upon and 

maintain their positive emotional well-being. One way that the authors suggest educators 

can easily implement mindfulness in classroom routines is through colouring. Studies 

found that colouring books serve as a resource to enhance emotional well-being. In recent 

years, colouring books have been identified as a therapeutic tool for improving mental 

health and emotional well-being. Specifically, “mindful colouring was identified as 

‘taking time’ to practice self-reflection, self-awareness and self-care to promote physical, 

emotional and social wellbeing” (Dresler & Perera, 2019, p. 1). Because of these positive 

mental health benefits, colouring books serve as a resource to improve well-being and 

mental health (Dresler & Perera, 2019). Grade 9 students’ participation in mindful 

colouring can thus potentially influence their mental health, making it an important 

educational activity to consider incorporating into the classroom to support the well-

being of emerging adolescents. 

Worth noting is the correlation between mental health and coping strategies 

(Richardson et al., 2020). Coping serves as a protective factor in terms of the emotional 

well-being of adolescents; however, avoidance of such coping leads to increased levels of 

anxiety, depression, and other emotional stress, in addition to reduced problem-solving 
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skills and eating pathology (i.e., disordered eating habits; Richardson et al., 2020). With 

that, it is essential to integrate coping strategies in school-based programs. Adolescent 

male and females should be introduced to coping strategies to increase their resilience for 

upcoming life challenges or events. Teaching students to learn how to cope in healthy 

ways and manage stressful experiences in and outside of the school is beneficial to their 

overall emotional well-being.  

Peer mentorship is a technique in which one student is required to provide 

individualized attention or instruction to another student (Vanweelden et al., 2016). 

Participants in the current study recognized the importance of this, and would have 

preferred if this program would have been in place for their secondary school transition. 

Peer mentorship, and other collaborative teaching pedagogies, reflect holistic education 

(Miller et al., 2018). This type of program is beneficial for adolescent students, especially 

during the beginning years of secondary school (Vanweelden et al., 2016). However, the 

literature shows that most of these programs are designed to accommodate young 

adolescence in terms of their academic needs. For instance, CollegeVine provides 

mentorship services for Grade 9 students in the United States (PR Newswire, 2017). 

Although this is a very positive example in which Grade 9 students are provided with 

guidance from older peers, CollegeVine – like other mentorship programs – is focused on 

preparing students for academic success or college admissions (PR Newswire, 2017). 

Notably, educators’ ability to “involve children and young people in providing support to 

their peers as part of everyday friendships and relationships” (Blake et al.,, 2007, p. 32) is 

positively linked with a seamless school transition. Therefore, future consideration of  
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peer mentorship programs for Grade 9 students should prioritize their emotional support 

and well-being.  

Secondary school faculty have a monumental role in supporting entering Grade 9 

students. However, based on the large class sizes and limited staff time, schools face the 

significant challenge of promoting emotional and social development (Blake et al., 2007). 

There needs to be more supports in place for faculty regarding their support of Grade 9 

students’ emotional well-being. This includes professional development (PD) 

opportunities that train teachers about their significant role during the Grade 9 transition. 

Specifically, training educators to “identify individuals who may need particular support 

through transitions . . . if the behaviour of a child or young person changes, encourage 

them to acknowledge it talk about it” (Blake et al., 2007, p. 32). In conclusion, Grade 9 

educators have the responsibility to ensure students’ emotional needs are met during this 

transition.  

As students enter secondary school, they are faced with changes in the school 

context, including a larger building, different school rules, and multiple teachers (van 

Rens et al., 2020). Students need a variety of supports from their teachers during the 

elementary to secondary school transition. This is based on students’ perceptions “that 

secondary school teachers expect them to be less dependent on their teacher and to 

perform academically more independent” (van Rens et al., 2020, p. 106). Compassionate 

and supportive teacher-student relationships are essential in reducing student stress and 

anxiety through the promotion of healthy coping strategies through the secondary school 

transition (van Rens et al., 2020).  
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A mixed-methods study found that positive student-to-teacher relationships 

correlated with greater academic motivation, more positive school climate perceptions, 

and an overall improvement in scholastic grades for adolescent students (Scales et al., 

2019). Specifically, students exceled when they believed their teachers listen intently to 

them, have high but reasonable expectations for student academic achievements, make 

learning interesting and engaging, as well as show consistent and fair discipline (Scales et 

al., 2019). This reiterates the importance for Grade 9 educators to interact with students 

and form meaningful relationships that positively contribute to their development. Within 

the context of the current study, Grade 9 teachers need to realize the role they have in 

ensuring that they accommodate students’ academic and emotional development through 

a positive student-to-teacher relationship.  

In accordance with holistic education and Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) EST, an 

individuals’ environmental interactions influence their social and emotional development. 

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) model emphasizes the importance for students to have 

supportive and positive relations within their social systems (e.g., microsystem, 

mesosystem, etc.). To accommodate the student through this transition, opportunities for 

interactions between Grade 9 educators and parents should be provided during and after 

the transition into secondary school. These positive interactions will contribute to the 

social-emotional development of the student.  

Moreover, opportunities for students to familiarize themselves within the 

secondary school context should be provided prior to the entering Grade 9. This includes 

additional secondary school orientations or open houses. Becoming familiar with the 
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physical environment of the secondary school will aid in ensuring that the transition from 

elementary school limits social-emotional challenges for emerging adolescents.  

School readiness, conceptualized by Fink and colleagues (2018), highlights the 

importance of cognitive and social-emotional skills and family support involved in 

preparation for entering the school context. To reduce the challenges associated with 

school entry, a child should have positive family support (i.e., emotional understanding), 

positive peer interactions, as well as demonstrate skills such as empathy and compassion 

(Fink et al., 2018). Family relationships are essential during the transition to Grade 9. As 

mentioned, the current study took place at a boarding school in which some students were 

required to live away from their family to attend school. Because adolescents are 

sensitive to fitting in within their social environment (Blakemore, 2018), living without a 

parent support system can cause many emotional challenges during this unique 

developmental period – again, reflecting the important role of peers as a critical source 

for students’ social-emotional perceptions. 

Undoubtably, peer, parent, sibling, and teacher relationships greatly influence 

emerging adolescent students’ self-esteem, self-understanding, and overall life 

satisfaction (Chen et al., 2022). Students with positive support relationships display 

positive emotional well-being (Chen et al., 2022). Ontario secondary schools have the 

responsibility to provide opportunities for students to enhance and create positive 

relationships with peers and teachers. Promoting clubs and extracurricular activities for 

students to form relationships with other students is essential to promoting well-being. 

Additionally, providing opportunities for students to enhance relationships with teachers 

is equally important in contributing to a positive school transition. These opportunities 
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could exist in the form of “meet and greet” events prior to Grade 9 beginning, more 

parent-teacher as well as teacher-student conferences throughout the school year, and 

bonding experiences for students and teachers (e.g., field trips, inquiry-based 

experiences, and personal projects). These opportunities should be promoted by Ontario 

secondary schools to reduce emotional challenges for entering Grade 9 students.  

While participants’ responses provided insight on different activities that help 

reduce stress, future studies should inquire about current tools in place that adolescents 

can use for positive emotional well-being. For example, collecting book titles or readings 

that helped individuals during emotional challenges could be used to support students 

during this transition. Specifically, a book list could be created to help support young 

adolescents’ mental health from Grade 8 to 9. This would be a valuable resource for other 

students entering Grade 9 regarding their emotional well-being. Additionally, this list will 

be beneficial for teachers and parents to support students during this transition.  

In addition, providing young adolescents with the skills and qualities needed to 

ensure an emotionally stable transition from elementary into secondary school is 

beneficial for later life challenges (Blake et al., 2007). It is essential that resources are 

provided to accommodate the student; however, the student must also be provided with 

opportunities to reflect on their emotional self. The student must be able to determine that 

if, for instance, they are emotionally vulnerable (i.e., low levels of self-esteem and self-

understanding), they should seek additional support. Teaching students how to effectively 

self-reflect is thus essential regarding their emotional well-being.  

Adolescents are at a unique stage in development in which they are more likely to 

encounter issues with self-esteem (MacCutcheon, 2019). There are a variety of different 
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resources available to adolescents in terms of supporting their mental health and 

emotional well-being. These include self-help workbooks, activities, or tutorials (Fradkin, 

2019). According to an academic book review by Fradkin (2019), MacCutcheon’s The 

Ultimate Self-Esteem Workbook for Teens (2019) is a positive tool for adolescents in 

terms of promoting positive self-understanding. This resource encourages teens to work 

at their own pace during the transition from childhood into adolescence and later 

adulthood. This three-part workbook is divided into sections that, first, explain self-

esteem and provide a background on why teens may feel uncomfortable emotions. 

Second, exercises are provided for teens to increase self-esteem and deepen their self-

understanding. The last part of the workbook prompts teens to think about their self-

esteem issues by answering questions. Throughout this book, MacCutcheon (2019) uses a 

variety of examples and case studies about teens struggling with self-esteem and identity 

issues. This workbook serves as one example in which positive psychology is used to 

support adolescents’ emotional well-being and mental health (Fradkin, 2019). Adopting 

this in future classrooms or programs has the potential to allow students to reflect on their 

emotional self and improve their overall well-being.  

The desire to and motivation for spending time alone is also important to 

investigate in emerging adolescent students. Understanding how adolescents experience 

solitude is important to contextualize their psychosocial adjustment (Borg & Willoughby, 

2022). Emerging adolescents that seek solitude based on a reaction from a negative 

situation or emotional state are more at risk for mental health challenges (Borg & 

Willoughby, 2022). Early and mid-adolescence is a unique period in which social 

relationships play a significant role in identity formation and self-concept. Educational 
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professionals and mental health experts should pay close attention to adolescent students 

that choose reactive solitude, as they are most at risk in terms of negative psychosocial 

adjustment for later in life (Borg & Willoughby, 2022). Participants in the current study 

shared responses to questions about aloneness, solitude, and loneliness. Ontario Grade 9 

guidance counsellors and educators should take note of students that exemplify solitude-

seeking behaviours based on a reaction as effectively as they can, and further 

interventions can be implemented with these groups to emphasize positive practices of 

solitude.  

Looking outside of the school context, the provincial government has emphasized 

improving and enhancing the mind health and emotional well-being of individuals. 

BounceBack is a free, evidence-based skill building program provided by the Canadian 

Mental Health Association (CMHA). Originally launched in 2008 in British Columbia, 

BounceBack expanded around other provinces (including Ontario) in 2015. This 

cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) based program is funded by governments as well as 

donors around Canada. The overall purpose of the program is to help adolescents and 

adults understand and manage symptoms related to depression, anxiety, and stress. The 

approaches for both adults and adolescents are based on CBT, which focuses on a self-

understanding approach to recognize the relationship between how one thinks (i.e., 

cognition) and how one responds (i.e., behaviour). The skills and strategies taught are a 

practical way for individuals to self-reflect on their emotions in relation to their actions. 

Individuals enrolled in the coaching program have access to six telephone 

sessions with trained BounceBack coaches, and nine mind health work booklets that 

encourage reflective and positive thinking. This specific program for young adolescents 
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aims to instill confidence and develop meaningful decision-making skills. Some of these 

resources are geared toward youth that experience depression and anxiety or stress in 

relation to the COVID-19 pandemic. Initiatives such as BounceBack represent 

meaningful outlets for adolescents to express their sense of self, while exploring 

strategies for coping. The BounceBack program works with secondary schools across 

Ontario. Specifically, BounceBack connects with high school wellness staff and mental 

health leads to raise awareness of the program among students, staff, and 

parents/guardians. While this program is designed for individuals 15 years and older, it 

serves as a valuable resource for adolescents in terms of supporting their emotional well-

being.   

There are many programs, resources, and applications that share the common goal 

of supporting adolescents collectively. The current study stresses the urgency to listen to 

male adolescent voices concerning their thoughts and feelings as they transition to 

secondary school. Practical applications in and outside of the classroom should consider 

this perspective in the future. Some resources and supports should also be specifically 

focused on providing adolescent boys with different opportunities to explore and enhance 

their sense of self and emotional well-being. 

The overall findings reflect Albert Bandura’s SCT (1977) as well as Urie 

Bronfenbrenner’s EST (1979). Driven from SCT, the discussion reiterates that children 

learn prosocial and aggressive behaviors from observing others. Parents, teachers and 

educators have the responsibility to emphasize compassion, positive conceptions of self-

worth, mindfulness practices and healthy coping strategies that will promote emotional 

well-being during the transition from elementary to secondary school. Aligned with SCT, 



100 
 
 

 
 

emerging adolescents have the capability to modify and control their behaviour during 

different challenges based on their social cognition. Encouraging practices in the 

classroom that promote reflection and self-understanding is essential in supporting 

students during the secondary school transition.  

Individuals are influenced by the social interactions within their unique 

environmental contexts (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Peer and familial influences contribute 

to adolescent identity and self-understanding and have a unique role during the secondary 

school transition. During a time of increased isolation and reduced social interactions, 

participants still described the importance of relationships as they entered grade 9. 

Emphasizing that teachers and educational professionals should prioritize opportunities 

for building friendships to develop a sense of belonging and increase emotional well-

being. Family relationships play an equal role in adolescent emotional well-being. A 

participant discussed that living in a boarding school and being away from family posed 

challenges during the secondary school transition. Each environmental context is unique. 

The interactions within the microsystem, mesosytem, exosystem, macrosystem and 

chronosystem influence identity and development. The developmental and learning 

theories of Bronfenbrenner (1979, EST) and Bandura (1977, SCT) are reflected in the 

findings of this study. That is, the current findings highlight the need for educators and 

researchers to recognize how the complex interactions among social, contextual and 

cognitive influences shape identity development during adolescence. 

Moving forward, there is a need to shift the language and the ways in which this 

issue is approached. It is important to acknowledge the transition from Grade 8 to 9 as a 

process as opposed to an event. This shift in perception and dialogue allows 
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professionals, educators, students, and families to understand the lasting impact this 

transition has on students – which includes the years leading up to the transition and the 

years to follow. Additionally, the language around the transition should be from a 

positive and student-centered approach. Utilizing strengths-based strategies when 

referring to students experiencing the transition is important for their emotional well-

being and resilience. In sum, supporting students in seeing their full potential will 

positively contribute to their self-understanding.   

Reflections as a Researcher During COVID-19 

 The COVID-19 pandemic greatly influenced the current study and changed my 

perspective as a researcher. For this reason, I began documenting my reflections and 

experiences during the pandemic. I began this record during early April 2020. There was 

much uncertainty during this time. The COVID-19 patient cases increased each day, 

along with the number of deaths. Families struggled both emotionally and financially 

during these times. It truly was a challenging time for everyone.  

As an educational researcher, data collection for this study depended on school 

systems. In March 2020, I was prepared to enter the school, introduce myself to students, 

and begin the recruiting process. However, the pandemic altered my plans. To stop the 

spread of this virus, Ontario school systems transitioned to virtual classrooms. This 

required educators to teach, and students to learn, electronically. There are many 

challenges to this approach, due to this government-mandated decision, I had to alter my 

approach as a researcher. 

The phrase “uncertain times” was completely accurate in the spring of 2020. 

School staff faced a variety of challenges to teach students virtually. Educators worked 
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tirelessly to accommodate their students and explore mediums of delivering information 

to support learning. During this time, my data collection was not a priority to schools, as 

they were focused on navigating through the digital delivery model. Along with everyone 

else in Ontario, I, too, was waiting for educational updates in relation to the pandemic. I 

was waiting for my opportunity to collect data and explore the emotional lives of 

emerging adolescents.  

My data collection process was postponed due to the school closures. In August 

2020, the Ontario government made the announcement that elementary schools would 

reopen, and secondary schools would offer class in a blended format. Brock University, 

however, made an announcement that all face-to-face data collection was suspended until 

further notice. Again, as an educational researcher, I relied on these announcements, as it 

directly impacted my study. With this news, I modified my study to utilize a virtual data 

collection process, and included participant questions related to the pandemic and school 

transitions. Rather than having participants share their experiences in a face-to-face semi-

structured interview, my questions were redesigned to be hosted on a virtual platform. 

The school I partnered with agreed to let me conduct my research virtually early 2021. I 

selected Qualtrics for my data collection platform because it is a very secure database and 

is easily accessible by participants.      

More challenges occurred in the Spring of 2021. Time continued to pass while I 

was eagerly waiting for students to contact me with their interest in participating. Not one 

student had reached out after 3 recruitment emails were sent to all Grade 9 students at the 

secondary school and their parents. Months passed. Students were busy balancing their 

school workload in the virtual format. Becoming a research participant was not high on 
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their priority list. I was grateful that the research coordinator at the school proposed the 

idea to offer 1 hour of community service to students that participated. After revising my 

documents and receiving ethical clearance from the university, I was ecstatic that 

participants indicated their interest.  

Graduate students experience a variety of emotions during their schooling. 

Conducting research and publishing educational work is stressful. As I discussed 

throughout my study, grit is essential in overcoming challenges and achieving goals. Not 

only does this apply to entering Grade 9 students, but for graduate students, as well.  

When I began my thesis, I never imagined I would experience a challenge to this extent. 

In addition to the COVID-19 pandemic, I was challenged as a researcher during the 

school year of 2019-20 to change my data collection processes, research site and 

participants due to the uniquely extenuating circumstances of the pandemic. In sum, there 

were many unforeseen challenges that occurred during my research. Through all of this, I 

learned the importance of optimism and coping strategies to deal with different 

challenges. My advice to graduate students eager to begin their research is to stay 

positive no matter what obstacle or barrier you experience.  

Chapter Summary 

  The current study sought to explore adolescents’ experiences of self and social 

well-being during the transition from elementary to secondary school. This investigation 

of school transitions is critical to further understanding the lives of emerging adolescents 

and their social-emotional perceptions. Specifically, this study provides a detailed and 

more personal look into the minds and hearts of adolescent males. Findings encourage 

secondary school educators to learn from and listen to male students’ voices about their 
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experiences transitioning from elementary to secondary school. Adolescent males 

entering Grade 9 display levels of emotional vulnerability and challenges in terms of their 

social-emotional perceptions, thus illustrating the importance for future studies to focus 

on male adolescent perspectives and their emotional well-being. Based on the 

inconsistent and limited amount of research in this area, this study is significant within 

the area of adolescent emotional development and school transitions.  
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Appendix A: Definition of Terms 
 

Self-Knowledge 

Self-knowledge is a complex concept to define due to the inconsistent definitions 

that current conflict within the literature. Also known as self-understanding, self-

knowledge is a significant component of the emotional self, and is conceptualized as 

one’s ability to understand and feel about themselves in relation to social situations 

(Bosacki, 2008). For example, individuals who self-reflect on their position in social 

interactions demonstrate their self-knowledge. This understanding is significant because 

it may influence how adolescents interact with others (Bosacki, 2008), and may lead to 

further understandings about how adolescents see themselves within their school 

contexts.  

Self-Perceived Competencies 

Self-perceived competencies are defined as perceived social experiences, 

understandings, and interactions that shape one’s ability to conceptualize others or their 

individual self (Bosacki, 2016; Harter, 2012). In other words, self-perceived competence 

refers to a person’s beliefs about their abilities or qualities. This understanding 

contributes to how they perceive themselves.  

Conversely, perceived identity is defined as a conscious understanding of the 

individual’s uniqueness based on their knowledge of personal experiences as well as 

societal values (Erdoğdu, 2013). Self-perceived competence is significant to the current 

study as it highlights the complexity associated with self-knowledge and the emotional 

self.  

Mind Health and Well-Being 
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 Mental health, or mind health, is a broad concept that encompasses a variety of 

psychological, biological, and social factors. Specifically, these factors determine how 

individuals think, feel, and act (Hides et al., 2019). For the purpose of this study, mind 

health is conceptualized as a mental and psychological state of well-being (World Health 

Organization [WHO], 2014). For example, individuals with high levels of well-being, 

and minimal levels of mental distress, have positive mental health or mind health (Hides 

et al., 2019). This is based on the literature about well-being and in accordance with the 

WHO articulation of mental well-being (2014).  

Emotional well-being is referred to as a generalized mood or state associated with 

emotional coping and feelings about the self (Casas, 2017). These feelings include self-

esteem and self-understanding, which contribute to the emotional self (Bosacki, 2016). 

Martin Seligman (2011) has theorized that well-being is a construct composed of five 

measurable attributes, represented in the acronym PERMA: a) positive emotion (life 

satisfaction); b) engagement; c) relationships; d) meaning and purpose; and e) 

accomplishment. Navigating and attaining these five elements of psychological well-

being is essential for individuals to lead a fulfilling life (Seligman, 2011). Consequently, 

Seligman’s (2011) measurable attributes of well-being also provide educational 

institutions with the opportunity to foster students’ well-being through program design 

and curriculum implementation.  

Well-being can be further sub-categorized into two groups: hedonic and 

eudaimonic (Fabio & Kenny, 2019). Hedonic well-being refers to one’s life satisfaction 

based on cognitive evaluation; specifically, hedonic well-being is concerned with the 

positive and negative effects that contribute to life satisfaction. Conversely, eudaimonic 
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well-being focuses on self-realization (Fabio & Kenny, 2019). Simply put, eudaimonic 

well-being is defined as functioning well, while hedonic well-being relates to feeling 

good (Pritchard et al., 2019).   

Eudaimonic well-being is more complex than to hedonic well-being, simply 

because it encompasses an individual’s life meaning, purposefulness, and flourishing 

(Fabio & Kenny, 2019; Pritchard et al., 2019). Both hedonic and eudaimonic well-being, 

however, are useful in this study for understanding Grade 9 students’ perceptions of their 

overall well-being.  

Mental Distress 

Mental health is composed of well-being and mental distress (Hides et al., 2019). 

Mental distress, also referred to as psychological distress, negatively impacts one’s 

mental health, and encompasses a variety of mental illnesses including anxiety, 

depression, eating disorders, schizophrenia, and so on (Hides et al., 2019). Additionally, 

negative attitudes toward and feelings of loneliness or aloneness are also considered an 

aspect of mental distress (Coplan et al., 2018). As the current study is concerned with the 

mental health of emerging adolescents, understanding their mental distress during the 

transition from elementary into secondary school is important.  

Resilience and Grit 

In defining resilience, it is important to recognize that it exists on a continuum 

that encompasses multiple domains of life (Southwick et al., 2014). Resilience, otherwise 

conceptualized as one’s emotional stamina or mental toughness, is a process through 

which an individual adapts to adversity, and implies that emotional stamina may change 

over time based on environmental interactions and personal development (Southwick et 
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al., 2014). The current study is concerned with the resilience and emotional well-being of 

Grade 9 students during their transition from elementary into secondary school. 

Likewise, grit is defined as “passion and perseverance for long term goals” (p. 

20), which includes self-determination, desire, and work ethic towards achieving goals or 

overcoming challenges (Duckworth et al., 2007). From this perspective, resilience is a 

key component of grit (Clark & Malecki, 2019). Specific to the context of this study, 

Clark and Malecki (2019) have found that adolescents who demonstrate academic grit 

express greater life and school satisfaction compared to those with lower levels of 

academic grit; it is important, then, to understand the relationship between grit and 

emotional well-being through students’ transition from elementary to secondary school.  
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Appendix B: Questionnaire 
 

1. What are the most enjoyable aspects of the Grade 8 to Grade 9 transition? Why 

has this been the most enjoyable or valuable? 

2. What are the challenges involved in the transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9? 

3. What are some of your school-related worries or stresses that you experienced 

when you were in Grade 8? What are some of your school-related worries or 

stresses now in Grade 9?  

4. Why and how have you coped with these challenges? 

5. What kind of activities do you like to do to make yourself feel better and happy? 

a. What do you like to do on your free time alone? 

b. What are your favourite kinds of activities you usually do with your 

friends or family that makes you feel most happy or bring you joy? 

i. For example: Are there any books or websites, videogames/social 

media, other activities (sports), or hobbies (horse-back riding, dog 

walking/pet-sitting, knitting, origami) that you enjoyed and found 

that helped to cope with some of the stresses and worries about 

entering high school? 

c. If you are alone, in what ways or are there strategies that you use to help 

yourself feel calm and peaceful?  

d. In what ways are you kind to yourself, or treat yourself? In other words, in 

what ways do you make yourself feel happy and bring you joy? 



129 
 
 

 
 

6. Since you have started the ninth grade, in what ways do think and feel differently 

about yourself? That is, do you see yourself differently in Grade 9 than you did in 

Grade 8? How? Why do you think that is? 

7. If you were to give advice, or suggest survival strategies/techniques to your 

‘Grade 8 self’ before entering the ninth grade, what would you say? What would 

you say the secret to success is? 

8. What suggestions do you have for teachers or school faculty to reduce the stress 

and worry associated during school transitions such as from Grade 8 to Grade 9?  

a. What are some strategies or activities that you can suggest teachers should 

do to make the transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9 go more smoothly, 

calmly, and peaceful? 

b. How can teachers help to make the transition more enjoyable or fun? 

c. What kind of activities should teachers include in the last few days of 

Grade 8 and the first few classes of Grade 9?  

d. What kinds of extracurricular activities or programs should schools offer 

to help students make the transition from Grade 8 to Grade 9 successful? 

9. Are there any final thoughts that you would to share about your experience of 

entering Grade 9 and high school in general? Any final words of advice or 

wisdom you would offer to your classmates? To your teachers? Principals? 

Parents? 

a. For example: Based on your expertise as a Grade 9 student, could you 

recommend at least one book or videogame/social media website, or any 

other type of activities (sports) or hobbies (horse-back riding, dog 
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walking/pet-sitting, knitting, origami) that you enjoyed and found that 

helped to cope with some of the stresses and worries about entering high 

school? 
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Appendix C: Convention List 
 

Punctuation 
End of thought 
End of phrase/clause 

A period (.) at the end of the complete 
idea 
A comma (,) 

Specific Terms and Additional Detail 
Unclear/Unrelated responses 
Clarification added by transcriptionist 

Black font 
[square parentheses] 
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Appendix D: Original List of Codes 
 

A Priori Emergent 
• Curriculum/Content 
• Pedagogical Approaches 
• Classroom Dynamics 
• Inclusion 
• Exclusion 
• Self-perception 
• Self-awareness 
• Strategies for coping 
• Feelings of stress or distress 
• Motivation 
• Resiliency and Grit 
• Aloneness and loneliness 
• Teacher relationships 
• Teacher support 
• School transition 
• Friendships 
• Sports and recreational activities 
• Internet and/or social media 
• Electronic and video games 

• Continued learning 
• Age 
• School relationships/mentorships 
• Parent relationships  
• Places 
• Exercises and physical fitness 

activities 
• Reading 
• Geographical location 
• School programing 
• Future aspirations 
• Learning style/type 
• Additional school connections 
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Appendix E: Listing of Codes and Definitions 
 

A Priori Codes 
Code Definition 

Curriculum/Content The learned content, course structure and curriculum in 
participants’ specific programs in grade 8 and grade 9 

Pedagogical Approaches 
 

Specific teaching strategies, included (or lack of) 
resources, educational specialists, and assessment tools 
used in both grade 8 and 9 

Classroom dynamics 
 

The classroom layout and design. Interactions between 
student(s) to student(s), and student(s) to teacher(s). 
Including class size and participation 

Inclusion 
 

The emotional understanding or self-awareness 
associated with comfort and security within the 
classroom/school environment.  

Exclusion 
The emotional understanding or self-awareness 
associated with lack of comfort and security within the 
classroom/school environment. 

Self-perception 
Participants’ individual reflection as a student navigating 
through school transitions and experiences in terms of 
how they believe others to perceive them 

Self-awareness 
Participants’ individual reflection as a student navigating 
through school transitions and experiences in terms of 
their surroundings and environment. 

Strategies for coping Participant provides different ways to overcome past and 
future emotional challenges 

Feelings of stress or 
distress 

Participants’ feelings of stress or distress in terms of their 
emotional well-being 

Motivation The participants’ motivation for academic and personal 
success and social experiences 

Resiliency and grit The participants’ internal “drive” or “determination” to 
achieve their goals.  

Aloneness and loneliness Participants’ feelings of aloneness and loneliness in terms 
of their emotional well-being.  

Teacher Relationships Individual or group connections with teachers in grade 8 
and grade 9 

Teacher support 
Teachers and educational faculty’s support towards 
students’ and their goals (academic and personal) within 
the school context. 

School transition 
Participants’ discussion of school transitions and their 
understanding of how this shaped their sense of self or 
self-understanding 

Friendships 
Relationships with friends that have contributed to the 
participants’ experiences transitioning from grade 8 to 
grade 9.  
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Sports and recreational 
activities 

Participating in different sports and recreational activities 
during the transition between grade 8 and 9 to support 
emotional well-being 

Internet and/or social 
media 

Participants’ time spent on the internet (e.g., watching 
videos) and participating in social media.  

Electronic and video 
games 

Participants’ time spent playing in electronic and video 
games.  

Emergent Codes 
Code Definition 

Continued Learning The participants’ current and continued involvement as a 
student within the secondary school 

Age 
The age of the participant or the age of a person they are 
referring to that relates to the participants’ school related 
experiences. 

School 
relationships/mentorships 

The importance of forming relationships within the 
school context. Includes relationships with peers as well 
as different mentorship opportunities in which students 
form relationships with students in older grades.  

Parent relationships 
Relationships between participants and their parents. 
Includes their perceptions of living away from their 
home and family. 

Places 

Participant discusses different places in which they go as 
a way to cope with their emotional stress or distress, or 
the participant describes how a place has impacted their 
sense of belonging.  

Exercises and physical 
fitness activities 

Any physical activity that requires the participant to 
exercise of move their body actively. 

Reading Participant described reading as a strategy for emotional 
coping both in a digital or hard-copy format. 

Geographical location 
A position or a place on earth that has shaped or 
influenced the participants’ self-understanding in terms 
of the grade 8 to 9 school transition.  

School programing 

Participant referred to the design/layout or criteria of 
different programs in both grade 8 and grade 9 and how 
this has shaped their self-understanding and feelings 
towards school and education. 

Future aspirations Participants’ goals in terms of their academic or personal 
success. Includes future career options. 

Learning style/type 
Preferred ways of learning, acquiring knowledge, and 
engaging/maintaining interest in the classroom both in 
grade 8 and in grade 9. 

Additional school 
connections 

Participant discussed additional feelings toward school 
and education, including their experiences outside of 
school, thoughts or ideas about school or their 
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perception and understanding of their classroom 
environment. 

Networking 
 

Making professional connections and forming 
relationships with individuals that have the ability to 
enhance one’s career or learning 

Brock Sports Team 
 

Participant used experiences on Brock sports team to 
explain how relationships were formed during university 
vs. college 

Reason/Rationale 
 

Participant disclosed that other students were in the 
current Niagara college program for different reasons 
and purposes in their career path  
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Appendix F: Summary of Codes by Theme 
 

Macro 
Theme Micro Theme Associated Codes 

Social 
Support 

Feelings of 
Belonging 

• Inclusion 
• Exclusion 
• Geographical location 

Social 
Relationships 

 

• Friendships 
• School relationships/mentorships 
• Parent relationships 

Coping with 
Stress 

Self-Understanding 

• Self-perception 
• Self-awareness 
• Strategies for coping 
• Feelings of stress or distress 
• Motivation 
• Resiliency and Grit 
• Aloneness and loneliness 

Use of Personal 
Time 

• Places 
• Sports and recreational activities 
• Exercises and physical fitness activities 
• Reading 
• Internet and/or social media 
• Electronic and video games 

Feelings toward 
School and 
Education 

• Teacher support 
• Teacher relationships 
• School transition 
• School programing 
• Future aspirations 
• Curriculum/Content 
• Pedagogical Approaches 
• Classroom dynamics 
• Continued Learning 
• Learning style/type 
• Additional School Connections 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 


